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Abstract 
 
Domestic work remains the main source of employment, for marginalised Black women in 
South Africa. Historically, the domestic work sector involved Whites hiring Blacks as 
domestic workers. However, the demise of the apartheid system has led to a situation 
where some Black people also hire domestic workers. The hiring of family members and 
close friends – as domestic workers – by Black people is an emerging phenomenon in 
post-apartheid South Africa. However, the employment of kin as domestic workers in Black 
families is under-researched. Hence, this study focused on family domestic work in rural 
Limpopo – employing a qualitative and feminist approach to gain an in-depth 
understanding of the experiences of Black women performing familial domestic work. Ten 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with Black women hiring relatives or family 
members to work as their domestic workers. The study shows that familial domestic work 
is motivated by an expectation of reciprocal care among family members. People hire their 
relatives to receive assistance with domestic duties while the hired kin receive a financial 
compensation that helps them to provide for their families. Nevertheless, familial domestic 
work is characterised by challenges linked to the complex status of simultaneously being a 
relative and an employer/employee. This is because of the intersection of family ties and 
employer-employee relationships. Consequently, work aspects such as the employment 
process, contracts, and wages are negotiated in a familial context. Given that sister-
employers and sister-employees struggle to balance family and workplace relations, 
familial domestic work is characterised by challenges. Silence is employed as a 
mechanism to deal with these predicaments in a manner that helps to protect the family 
relation. On the one hand, familial domestic work is broadly humanising the domestic work 
sector through the harnessing of humane and family principles. On the other hand, familial 
domestic work symbolises the impact of capitalism on interpersonal relations in Black 
families, as the reciprocal caring practice is assigned a monetary value.   
 
Key words: Familial domestic work, reciprocal caring, Black families, sister-employer, 
sister-employee, rural areas, capitalism, monetary value.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1. Introduction 
 
The domestic work sector has received a lot of attention in South Africa. The 
persistence of this implies that understanding the domestic work sector can help with 
comprehending race, class, gender and socio-economic inequality. In the 
contemporary South Africa characterised by the growth of the Black middle class, 
research on the domestic work sector is beginning to help understand the 
heterogamous nature of the Black experience. 
 
The researcher’s interest in exploring the experiences of domestic workers in familial 
contexts results primarily from a personal circumstance. My mother worked as a 
domestic worker for a relative. Observing her experiences engendered various 
questions in me, including how family relationships are affected when the domestic 
worker is related to the employer and vice versa. Historically, the domestic work sector 
was associated with Black1 women working as domestic workers for White families 
(Cock, 1989; Grant, 1997). Nevertheless, the transition into democracy led to an 
increasing trend characterised by Black women hiring domestic workers. The rise of 
Black madams is strongly associated with the hiring of family members and close 
friends as domestic workers (Carroll, 2004; Wanner, 2013). Thus, the objective of this 
study was to explore the experiences of Black women employers and employees in 
familial domestic work in Nkowankowa, Limpopo.  
1.2. Study Background 
Domestic work in South Africa started as a colonial project in the Cape, whereby 
colonisers imported their own domestic servants. However, in the late 19th century – 
with the limited supply of servants – Black men and women joined the domestic work 
sector in Johannesburg. The participation of Black men and women in this sector is 
rooted in the colonial era as the Khoi-Khoi and San people worked as domestic 
servants for the Xhosas – although not much has been written about it (Dilata, 2010). 
                                            
1 Black is a political stance for all those who have been socially, economically and politically oppressed, 
and the definition includes: Africans, Coloureds and Indians (Biko, 2004:52). Black in the study is used 
to refer to marginalised women working as family domestic workers and those that hire their relatives.  
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By the 1890s, Black men started working as houseboys for White families. However, 
with the emergence of gold mining in Johannesburg, Black men were channelled into 
mining labour (Cock, 1989).  
The recruitment of Black men into the mining industry led to gender transition within 
the domestic work sector. Black women from rural areas migrated to the cities, to work 
as domestic servants for White families (Van Onselen, 1982; Cock, 1989). By the 
1930s, the domestic work sector transformed from being dominated by Black men to 
being controlled by Black women (Van Onselen, 1982). Black women’s entry into and 
subsequent domination of the domestic work sector results from multiple socio-
economic factors. Gaitskell, Maconachie and Unterhalter (1983), for instance, suggest 
that Black women’s entry into the domestic work sector was influenced by the 
imperative to break away from patriarchal dependency and mainly to provide for their 
children. 
 
Cock (1989) observes that domestic work was then associated with ultra-exploitation 
perpetuated by racial and gender discrimination. During apartheid, domestic work was 
considered as informal work to be done by Black women – as Black men worked in the 
mining industry (Cock, 1989; Ally, 2009; Dilata, 2010). Forms of exploitation and 
oppression of domestic workers are also interlinked to what Cock (1989) calls the 
“Legal vacuum” which, in essence, allowed the exploitation of domestic workers. What 
Cock (1989) means is that the domestic work sector was unregulated and domestic 
workers were unprotected by labour laws. This situation fostered the Black domestic 
workers’ exploitation by their White employers. However, the demise of the apartheid 
system led to the regulation of the domestic work sector and the inclusion of domestic 
workers in labour laws.  
 
In post-apartheid South Africa, domestic workers are included in labour laws through 
the Basic Condition of Employment Act, the Labour Relations Act of 1995, and the 
Sectoral Determination 7 (SD7) of 2002 (Ally, 2009; Maqubela, 2016). For Ally (2009), 
the state regulated the domestic work sector by turning servants into workers. This 
means that domestic workers were granted workers’ rights and could henceforth 
receive social benefits such as the Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF). The 
formalisation of the domestic work sector aimed to prevent the exploitation and 
oppression of domestic workers by employers. Nonetheless, despite this formalisation, 
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studies show the persistence of exploitation in domestic work contexts – including in 
Black families (Dilata, 2010; Tolla, 2013; Maqubela, 2016; Thobetjane & Khosa, 2016). 
 
Domestic work in Black families is prevalent in post-apartheid South Africa. Thobetjane 
and Khosa (2016) emphasise that domestic work plays a vital role in modern societies, 
especially for working families. Maqubela (2016) adds that women predominantly do 
the hunting and hiring of domestic workers who become “their substitutes” in the 
home. For Donald and Mahlatji (2006), the growth of domestic work in Black families 
was facilitated by the rise of the Black middle class in post-apartheid South Africa. This 
then led to familial employment in the domestic work sector – Although it is under-
researched (Wanner, 2013).   
 
Literature indicates that domestic workers continue to experience exploitation – 
through poor working conditions – in post-apartheid South Africa. Maqubela (2016) 
notes that the exploitation of domestic workers occurs even within the same racial 
groups. According to Thobetjane and Khosa (2016), the exploitation of domestic 
workers is worse in rural areas, because of their precarious working conditions. 
Studies conducted by Dilata (2010) and Tolla (2013) reveal that domestic workers 
within Black families are exploited through poor working conditions- including long 
hours of work.   
1.3. Problem Statement 
The emergence of the ‘new Black madam’ in the domestic work sector is remarkable in 
post-apartheid South Africa. Yet, it has not been studied sufficiently in rural areas 
where familial domestic work employment is common. Current studies have focused 
on Black madams hiring other Black women as domestic workers. When scholars 
explore domestic work in Black families, they dwell on the experiences of domestic 
workers who are unrelated to their employers (Tolla, 2013; Maqubela, 2016; 
Thobejane & Khosa, 2016). 
 
The experiences of Black women in the domestic work sector – in Black families – are 
assumed to be universal, because most studies reproduce almost the same results 
(Tolla, 2013; Maqubela, 2016). Studies on domestic work in Black families – in rural 
areas – reveal that domestic workers operate in poor conditions and that they are 
exploited by their Black madams (Tolla, 2013; Thobejane & Khosa, 2016). Thus, 
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Donald and Mahlatji (2006) argue that domestic workers in rural areas are exploited 
more than those in urban areas. This is because the working conditions of domestic 
workers in urban areas are better than the operational conditions of their counterparts 
in rural areas. Thus, studying familial employment in the domestic work sector in rural 
areas will contribute knowledge towards establishing that the experiences of people 
employed in the domestic work sector are not ‘universal’. It is essential to explore 
familial employment within the domestic work sector in rural areas, to illuminate the 
ongoing debate about Black families experiencing social and relational changes- due 
to the impact of capitalism (Murray, 1981; Kalu, 1981; Smit, 2001).  
1.4. Rationale 
Literature on familial employment in the domestic work sector – specifically in rural 
areas – is scarce. Few studies have been conducted on domestic work in rural areas. 
The majority are mainly on understanding the experiences of domestic workers 
working for Black madams who are not related to the latter in rural areas (Tolla, 2013; 
Thobetjane & Khosa, 2016; Maqubela, 2016). There are no studies focusing on familial 
employment in the domestic work sector in rural areas.  
  
Studies on domestic work in Black families have focused on the experiences of the 
Black madams and their house cleaners in urban areas (Dilata, 2010). These studies 
show that domestic workers employed by Black madams experience continuous 
exploitation. Donald and Mahlatji (2006) contend that race is not the obvious reason 
for domestic workers’ exploitation, because Black domestic workers are still subjected 
to exploitation under the Black madams as they were under the White madams. Many 
studies focused on domestic work in Black families in urban areas have explored 
contexts where no personal relationship exists between domestic workers and their 
employers (Dilata, 2010).  
 
Nonetheless, Maqubela (2016) and Tolla (2013) explored the experiences of Black 
maids in rural areas. These studies support Dilata’s (2010) finding that domestic 
workers employed by Black madams are more exploited. Clearly, studies focusing on 
domestic work in Black families in rural areas are limited to the experiences of 
domestic workers working for unrelated Black madams. Thus, this study endeavours to 
close the existing knowledge gap by exploring the experiences of Black women 
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employers and employees in the familial domestic work sector in rural Limpopo. The 
study seeks to contribute to the knowledge on familial employment in the domestic 
work sector in rural areas. Moreover, the study endeavours to decolonise the 
universalised concepts of “madams” and “maids” in the domestic work sector, as the 
situation is different in familial domestic work in rural areas – due to the 
intersectionality of familial and work relationships. Hence, the study strives to further 
the existing literature on domestic work in Black families in rural areas.  
 1.5. Research Question and Objectives 
The study’s main research question is: What are the experiences of Black women 
employers and employees in familial domestic work in rural Limpopo?    
To answer this question, the study has formulated the following guiding objectives: 
 
• To explore the experiences of family members working as domestic workers for 
their relatives.  
• To investigate the experiences of ‘sister-madams’ who employ their relatives as 
domestic workers.  
• To establish and understand the strategies adopted by familial domestic 
workers in dealing with the experiences associated with working for their 
relatives.  
• To critically explore the “sister-madam” and “sister-maid” relationship within the 
domestic work sector.  
1.6. Key Concepts of the Study 
 
Madams is borrowed from Cock’s (1989) work and is used to refer to domestic 
workers’ employers. This name was used during colonial and apartheid eras not only 
to refer to employers but also to highlight domination and unequal relations between 
domestic workers and their employers. 
 
Maids refers to Black women employed as domestic workers. This concept is used in 
the study to show how employers view their domestic workers. The name maids is 
traced back to colonialism and apartheid, as it was employed by white madams to 
refer to their slaves. In other words a maid is not consider an employee/worker.  
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Familial employment is used in the study to refer to the hiring of family members and 
the fact of being employed as a domestic worker in a familial environment. Ultimately, 
the use of this concept attempts to show the intersection of familial and domestic work 
relationships.   
 
Domestic worker, in the study, refers to an individual employed within a private space 
or home of an employer to fulfil duties such as cleaning, cooking, ironing, and taking 
care of children or the elderly in exchange for remuneration (International Labour 
Organisation, 2011). The concept domestic worker refers to an individual that is 
formally recognised worker by labour laws.  
 
Sister-maids is a concept adopted to refer to family members employed as domestic 
workers in familial domestic work settings. This is due to the intersection of family and 
workplace relationship.  
 
Sister-madams is a used to represent family members who hire their relatives as 
domestic workers. Likewise, the intersection of familial and work relations is the reason 
Black women hiring relatives are referred to as sister-madams.   
1.7. Methodology of the Study 
 
This study used the qualitative approach to understand the experiences of Black 
women who employ relatives as domestic workers and those of the latter. Creswell 
(2009) and Sarantakos (2005) note qualitative research’s aim of understanding 
individuals’ actions and meanings – from the inside. In other words, the qualitative 
research approach was suitable in seeking to gain an understanding of the 
experiences of Black women who employ relatives as domestic workers as well as the 
experiences of those employed in that capacity by family members. The participants, 
for this study, were selected through snowball sampling. Semi-structured interviews 
were employed to collect data from 10 participants. Thematic content analysis was 
used to analyse the data and categorise them into themes.  
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1.8. Structure of the Report 
 
Chapter 2 examines existing literature on South Africa’s domestic work sector. The 
latter is defined and its historical overview is unpacked with the intention of exploring 
the transitions that occurred and led to the dominance of Black men and women in the 
domestic work sector. Furthermore, domestic work in post-apartheid South Africa is 
explored, to understand the implemented labour laws. The chapter further defines 
gender and work through paid and unpaid labour in Black families. Then, the chapter 
traces the dominance of Black women in the domestic work sector – through 
understanding Black women’s primary reasons for working as domestic workers.  
Subsequently, the literature on domestic work in Black families is reviewed to 
understand the impact of capitalism on the home and familial relations. Lastly, the 
challenges that domestic workers experience are discussed with particular focus on 
the possible coping mechanisms used.   
 
Chapter 3 elaborates on the research design, methodology, and methods employed to 
collect and analyse data in this study. The qualitative research approach is adopted to 
understand the experiences of both domestic workers and their sister-employers in 
rural areas. A snowball sampling technique based on a non-probability sampling was 
employed to select participants. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. 
Finally, the thematic analysis technique was adopted to analyse the collected data.  
 
Chapter 4 draws from the five interviews conducted with Black women ‘employed’ as 
domestic workers by their sister-madams. The experiences of kin domestic workers 
are thoroughly explored, to understand the dynamics of employment in the familial 
domestic work context in rural areas. Thematic content analysis is employed to 
analyse the collected data and the findings of the research are presented in themes 
and subthemes drawn from the transcribed interviews.  
 
Chapter 5 explores the experiences of sister-madams who hire their kin as domestic 
workers by drawing from the five interviews conducted with Black women employing 
family members as domestic workers in Nkowankowa. The findings are presented in 
themes and subthemes, as thematic content analysis technique was used to analyse 
data.  
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Chapter 6 concludes the study with a discussion of the findings. This helps in 
answering the study’s main research question. Finally, concluding remarks and 
recommendations for future studies on familial domestic work in rural areas are made.   
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Chapter 2: An Overview of Domestic Services in 
South Africa and Familial Employment in Black 
Families  
2.1. Introduction  
The nature of work in Africa and South Africa in particular has experienced constant 
changes because of colonialism and its imperial rule. As a result, domestic work has 
been on an increase. Domestic work includes tasks such as cleaning, cooking, ironing 
and taking care of children and the elderly – in exchange for remuneration. In South 
Africa, domestic work is historically rooted in the colonial and apartheid era (Cock, 
1989; Ally, 2009). Black men and women started working as domestic workers during 
apartheid. However, Black women began to dominate the domestic work sector in the 
1930s, when Black men moved to the mining sector. Black women’s domination of the 
domestic work sector is facilitated by poverty and the responsibility to provide for 
families (Mkandawire-Valhmu, Rodriguez, Ammar & Nemoto, 2009; Phillips, 2011). 
The domestic work sector is characterised by the exploitation of domestic workers 
through poor working conditions such as long hours, low wages, and verbal abuse 
(Grossman, 2004; Ally, 2009; Tolla, 2013).    
The aim of this study was to explore familial employment in the domestic work sector 
in rural Limpopo. The literature on familial employment in the domestic work sector –
specifically in rural areas – is rare. The focus has been given to the exploitative 
relationship between white madams and their Black maids. The pioneer of the 
sociological imagination C. Wright Mills (1959) underscore the importance of 
understanding the relationship between history and biography – as they shape each 
other. Hence, to comprehend the domestic work phenomenon among Black people in 
the present, it is pivotal to trace the historical trajectories of domestic work in South 
Africa.  
This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section explores the literature on the 
domestic work sector. The chapter explores domestic work in colonial, apartheid, and 
post-apartheid South Africa – to understand the participation of Black men and 
women, and to establish the labour laws implemented in the domestic work sector. 
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Gender, in this context, is defined with a particular focus on its influence on the division 
of paid and unpaid work (Federici, 2012). The relationship between gender and 
domestic work is delved into with factors leading to the domination of Black women in 
the sector. Furthermore, Black families involving familial domestic work are discussed, 
and the predicaments and mechanisms adopted by domestic workers in dealing with 
challenges are unpacked. The second and final section discusses the theoretical 
frameworks that anchored the study. 
2.2. Contextualising Domestic Work  
Domestic work occurs in the home and includes completing various household duties.  
The tasks of domestic workers serve to define what domestic work entails. According 
to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) (2011), a domestic worker is a person 
employed in a private household to fulfil duties such as cleaning, cooking, ironing, and 
caring for children and or the elderly – with financial compensation. Because the tasks 
mentioned are done in the home, domestic work mainly occurs in a private household 
(Fish, 2006; Du Preez, Beswick, Whittaker & Dickinson, 2010). Hence, the ILO (2011) 
notes that domestic work is hard to regulate.   
The tasks of domestic workers are similar to those of women in their private caring 
roles. Traditionally, women were solely responsible for caring and other labour-
intensive household work (Bozalek, 1999). Scholars such as Grant (1997) and Fish 
(2006) argue that the nature of domestic work makes it predominantly women’s work. 
The fact that domestic work occurs in the home leads to its invisibility. For example, 
the ILO (2011) remarks that domestic work is not socially considered as formal labour 
– which perpetuates exploitation in the domestic work sector. Consequently, domestic 
workers are not provided the same protection as their counterparts in formal labour.  
Hence, domestic work is contextualised based on the nature of the tasks done by 
domestic workers. Furthermore, the domestic work sector is gendered and dominated 
by women, because the tasks done typically constitute women’s work in the home 
(Fish, 2006). Primarily, domestic work is defined by its tasks and where it happens. For 
the purpose of this study, domestic work was defined according to the ILO’s (2011) 
postulation that domestic work involves hiring an individual to do household duties in 
the home – for remuneration. Similarly, family members hire and are employed as 
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domestic workers to help with domestic duties in the home. Although, familial domestic 
work is dynamic due to the interference of family relations in the work.   
2.3. A Historical Overview of Domestic Services in South Africa 
This section provides a historical overview of the domestic services sector in South 
Africa. Particularly, the account traces the entrance of Black men and women in the 
domestic work sector. This is followed by a detailed discussion of domestic work 
during the colonial and apartheid era as well as in post-apartheid South Africa – to 
understand the changes and labour laws implemented in the sector. 
2.3.1. Domestic Service in the Colonial and Apartheid Era 
Domestic work in South Africa started as a colonial project consisting in colonisers 
importing White domestic servants. Given the limited supply of servants, colonisers 
then recruited Black men and women into the domestic work sector. According to Cock 
(1989), Xhosa women worked as servants for colonisers by providing brassware, 
brass-plates, beads, and clothing items. However, the wars between the colonisers 
and the Xhosas resulted in Khoi-Khoi and San people being coerced into domestic 
work. Cock (1989) observes that the Khoi-Khoi and San people were kidnapped and 
forced to work as servants.  
The racial transition in the domestic work sector continued until Blacks became the 
only people serving as domestic workers. Ally (2009) claims that Black people were 
preferred because they were deemed cheap and controllable by the racist colonial 
system. Gaitskell et al. (1983) add that the preference of Black men and women in the 
domestic work sector sought to maintain a sense of racial superiority in the colonisers. 
Initially, Black men dominated the domestic work sector where they worked as 
houseboys for White families (Van Onselen, 1982; Gaitskell et al., 1983; Cock, 1989; 
Ally, 2009).  
By the 1890s, gender transition occurred within the domestic work sector. Following 
the introduction of capitalism and industrialisation in South Africa, Black men moved to 
the mining sector (Cock, 1989; Barchiesi, 2011). Ally (2009) explains that because 
mining required cheap hard labour, Black men were then recruited to it. Given that 
Black men occupied the mining industry, Black women then started working as 
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domestic workers for White families. Ultimately, Black women dominated the domestic 
work sector for which they were deemed suitable (Van Onselen, 1982).  
During apartheid, Black women started migrating to the city to work as domestic 
workers (Ginsburg, 2000). The migration and prevalence of these women in the 
domestic work sector was facilitated by multiple reasons such as poverty, 
unemployment, and the responsibility to provide for their families. Studies by Ginsburg 
(2000) and Ally (2009) suggest that women worked as domestic workers mainly to 
provide for their families. This follows their husbands’ inability to provide, because they 
were paid low wages (Ginsburg, 2000; Bozalek, 1999; Sooryamoorthy & Makhoba, 
2016).  
2.3.2. Treatment of Domestic Workers during Apartheid  
Black women worked as servants for White families during apartheid. Fish (2006) 
contends that the domination of Black women in the domestic work sector was part of 
the colonisers’ ploy to push the apartheid agenda. For Fish (2006), Black women were 
channelled to domestic work to ensure that they did not occupy work in other sectors. 
In addition, domestic work did not require education and skills. Hence, Black women 
were considered for domestic work to ensure that they did not question the inequality 
regarding access to education and work (Fish, 2006). All the above-mentioned factors 
were strategies to maintain the racial segregation between White and Black people 
(Mohutsioa-Makhudu, 1989; Hickson & Strous, 1993; Fish, 2006).   
For Grant (1997) and Ginsburg (2000), domestic work during apartheid was a 
miserable occupation for Black women. Given the politics of racial segregation, Black 
women working as domestic workers were treated inhumanly (Mohutsioa-Makhudu, 
1989; Ginsburg, 2000; Fish, 2006). For instance, live-in domestic workers stayed in a 
backroom that sometimes had no water and electricity, and they ate leftovers 
(Mohutsioa-Makhudu, 1989; Ginsburg, 2000). Hence, Cock (1989) claims that 
domestic workers’ treatment was a microcosm of apartheid, because it was linked to 
racial discrimination directed to Black people. 
Cock (1989) further describes domestic work during apartheid as associated with ultra-
exploitation. Because of the apartheid system’s policy, White employers treated their 
Black female domestic workers poorly. Given that the relationship between domestic 
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workers and their White employers was racially based, domestic workers were 
overworked, restricted from accessing many things including having visitors (Cock, 
1989). Domestic work was not considered as formal employment; it was rather a 
strategy to perpetuate racial domination and segregation (Mohutsioa-Makhudu, 1989).     
To illustrate Cock’s assertion, Ginsburg (2000) contends that domestic workers, during 
apartheid, were exploited by their White employers. Domestic workers were operating 
under harsh conditions. Sometimes, White employers shouted and directed racial slurs 
at their Black domestic workers (Ginsburg, 2000). These experiences illustrate that 
Black domestic workers were treated as objects (Mohutsioa-Makhudu, 1989). This 
demonstrate that domestic work during apartheid was centred on unequal relationship 
between white madams and Black maids. 
White employers in the domestic work sector used the lens of the apartheid system; 
hence, domestic workers were treated as servants – not workers (Mohutsioa-
Makhudu, 1989; Cock, 1989; Ally, 2009). Cock (1989) asserts that the exploitation of 
domestic workers was also perpetuated by the existence of a legal vacuum. For Cock 
(1989), domestic work did not constitute formal labour and domestic workers were not 
protected by labour laws, as is the case with other workers. Hence, exploitation was 
inevitable. However, the demise of the apartheid system led to the regulation of the 
domestic work sector.  
2.4. Domestic Work in Post-Apartheid South Africa  
The transition to a democratic South Africa resulted in domestic workers’ inclusion 
within labour laws. Dilata (2010: 15) notes that the struggle for the inclusion and 
recognition of domestic work as formal employment has been long. Domestic workers 
have demanded the regulation of their working conditions, notably their wages and 
working hours. The transition into the democratic South Africa gave domestic workers 
hope. Democracy was not only expected to foster political and governmental liberation, 
but also the inclusion of domestic workers in labour laws (Ally, 2009). Initially, the 
formalisation and regulation of domestic work occurred in 1995 when domestic 
workers were recognised and given rights as employees (Ally, 2009).  
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2.4.1. Understanding Labour Law Applicable to Domestic Workers in South 
Africa 
For decades domestic workers were not recognised as formal workers, however the 
dismantle of the apartheid system resulted into regulation of the domestic work sector 
and domestic workers. Ally (2009) critically examines the changes in the domestic 
work sector in post-apartheid South Africa – notably the turning of servants into 
workers. For the first time, domestic work was considered formal employment. The 
Labour Relations Act of 1995 ensured that domestic workers had access to 
organisations such as the Commission for Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration 
(CCMA). The CCMA ensured that domestic workers could report unfair treatment and 
unfair dismissal by their employers. The Basic Conditions of Employment Act (BCEA) 
75 of 1997 was implemented and adopted to protect domestic workers’ rights as 
employees. The SD7 of 2002 strengthened the BCEA by regulating domestic workers’ 
working conditions, wages, and the employment relationship between domestic 
workers and their employers. Furthermore, domestic workers were included in the UIF 
(Mbatha, 2003; Ally, 2009). 
Domestic workers’ monthly wages are regulated based on area of employment and 
hours of work (Department of Labour, 2017). Domestic workers working in urban areas 
are paid more than those in rural areas, as stipulated by the Department of Labour 
(DoL, 2017). The latest minimum wage (2018) for domestic workers in area A – which 
consists predominantly of urban areas – is R2545.22 per month while in area B – 
which comprises of rural areas – is R1787.80 per month (Department of Labour, 2017: 
5). Blaauw and Bothman (2010) and Seepamore (2016) suggest that domestic 
workers’ wages are also regulated according to the geographical location; hence, 
wages in rural areas are different from urban areas.  
The relationship between domestic workers and their employers is regulated by the 
BCEA and the SD7. As stipulated in the latter, hiring a domestic worker should be 
accompanied by a contract stating the work conditions. For the DoL (2017), it is the 
employer’s responsibility to provide a domestic worker with a contract before 
commencing with work. Thus, contract-based employment will ensure that domestic 
workers are less exploited through working long hours and being paid low wages. 
Furthermore, domestic workers are entitled to leave or days-off, as formal workers. 
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The DoL (2017) emphasises the adoption of a job description to reduce poor working 
conditions and balance the relationship between employers and domestic workers. 
Hence, it is mandatory for employers to provide a job description before domestic 
workers start working (Department of Labour, 2017).  
2.5. Defining Gender  
The difference between sex and gender is contentious. Gender and sex have been 
used interchangeably. West and Zimmerman (1987) and Holmes (2007) explain that 
sex is concerned with biological traits, while gender typically refers to the behavioural, 
social and psychological characteristics of men and women (Roshchynaskaya, 2010). 
In addition, gender is socially determined and relates to a societal meaning assigned 
to both men and women. Oakely (1972) and Butler (1990) add that individuals are 
socialised to behave in a particular manner representing either feminine or masculine 
qualities. Hence, West and Zimmerman (1987) suggest that gender is performed 
because there are expectations from being a man or a woman in a society.   
For Roshchynaskaya (2010), gender is learnt through the socialisation process. In 
other words, culturally, when children are born, they are taught how to be men and 
women (Holmes, 2007). In a society, men and women are assigned roles associated 
with expectations. For example, traditionally, women are socialised to be nurturers and 
caregivers as these roles represent femininity; while men exercise their masculinity 
through engaging in production work (Bozalek, 1999; Federici, 2012). Therefore, 
gender is universalised in such a way that men are expected to be masculine, while 
women are feminine. However, Oyewumi (1997) argues that the universalised gender 
is not applicable in all societies, because being a man or a woman differs based on 
one’s location and practices of masculinity and femininity. Thus, Roschynaskaya 
(2010) suggests that individuals are responsible for constructing their own gender 
identities, despite being socialised in the home. Nonetheless, the structures that 
individuals are exposed to make it difficult.  
Gender has been used for the division of labour in the home. According to Bozalek 
(1999), women were responsible for household duties while men migrated to work in 
the city. The process of dividing work based on gender extended to the workplace. 
Sometimes, women are discriminated against through being deprived work positions 
because of their femininity. For example, the ILO (2009) reported that women are paid 
16 | P a g e  
 
less in the workplace, in comparison to men. Thus, gender still plays a role in 
differentiating between unpaid and paid work.  
2.5.1. Gender and Work: Unpaid vs Paid Work in Black Families  
The ILO (2009) defines unpaid work as that which does not have monetary 
remuneration and, in many societies, is regarded as women’s “natural” work performed 
in the home. For Millar and Ridge (2013), unpaid work duties include cooking, 
cleaning, and caring for children. These duties are traditionally considered as women’s 
responsibility in the household (Federici, 2012). Bozalek (1999) argues that in Black 
families, caring is unpaid work that is mostly done by mothers and grandmothers in the 
home. Therefore, unpaid work is not recognised as formal work, because it is 
performed in the home and is unremunerated (International Labour Organisation, 
2009). 
Black families have been characterised by women fulfilling unpaid household duties, 
while men engage in paid work (Bozzoli, 1983; Gaitskell et al., 1983). Given that men 
participated in paid work, women were therefore required to take care of all the 
household duties. However, Bozalek (1999) observes that unpaid work in Black 
families used to be shared among family members. This is because both mothers and 
fathers migrated to the city to undertake paid work. Thus, uncles and aunts took over 
the unpaid caring work in the home (Bozalek, 1999).     
Contrary to unpaid work, paid work is defined as contractual employment where one is 
remunerated for their work (ILO, 2009). Additionally, paid work has been recognised 
as men’s work, because historically men were devoted to paid work in the mines 
(Bozzoli 1983; Bozalek, 1999). However, these patterns are changing as women’s 
participation in paid work is growing slowly (ILO, 2009). Despite women’s involvement 
in paid work, they are still regarded as responsible for the caring work in the home. 
Mkhize and Msomi (2016) conducted a study on Black women’s career and work. The 
study argued that women are still burdened with household responsibilities, despite 
their participation in formal work. This explains the continuous inequality in the home 
and workplace – especially regarding the workload and wages – particularly 
workplace. The ILO (2009) concurs that women are paid less in wages, in comparison 
to men.  
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2.6. Gender and Domestic Work 
The domestic work sector is dominated by women. According to Du Toit (2010) 
women dominate the domestic work sector nationally and internationally. This is due to 
the interplay among multiple conditions such as poverty, unemployment, and the 
familial responsibility to provide for their families (Phillips, 2011). In addition, Zungu 
(2009) and Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., (2009) indicate that many women resort to the 
domestic work sector because their lack of education prevents them from securing 
better jobs in other sectors. Thus, women are able to generate income through 
domestic work for survival of their families (Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., 2009). 
Moreover, women’s domination of the domestic work sector is also influenced by the 
fact that they were socialised to be domestic workers.  
Domestic work is considered as women’s work in the home. This is because the tasks 
involved include those that are traditionally done by women (Fish, 2006; ILO, 2009; Du 
Preez et al., 2010). Thus, women are regarded suitable for domestic work, as 
domestic workers typically clean, cook, do laundry and ironing. In other words, the 
domestic work sector is gendered, due to the nature of tasks done. As Phillips (2011) 
indicates, women are socialised to be domestic workers through being taught how to 
cook and clean at an early age. Furthermore, one cannot explore domestic work 
without considering race, one of the factors that contributes to the domination of Black 
women in the sector.  
The apartheid system forced Black women into the domestic work sector, as men 
shifted to hard mining labour (Gaitskell et al., 1983). Black women started migrating to 
the city to work as domestic workers because they were preferred as servants – to 
maintain White superiority. The domestic work sector is a microcosm of gender and 
race, because Black women were prevented from accessing opportunities other than 
domestic work (Cock, 1989). Therefore, this section explored the relationship between 
gender and the domestic work sector in detail. This involved defining gender to 
demonstrate its impact on the domestic work sector. Initially gender contributes to the 
dominance of Black women in the sector, also its invisibility because domestic work is 
considered women’s unpaid work in the home. Following are the primary reasons for 
Black women’s dominance in the domestic work sector.  
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2.6.1. Factors Leading Black Women to the Domestic Work Sector 
Black women’s dominance in the domestic work sector is primarily motivated by the 
responsibility to provide for their families. This emerged during apartheid, following 
their husbands’ inability to provide – since they were earning low wages for survival 
(Van Onselen, 1982; Bozzoli & Nkotsoe, 1991; Federici, 2012; Sooryamoorthy & 
Makhoba, 2016). Black women joined the domestic work sector and worked as 
domestic servants in the cities (Cock, 1989; Ginsburg, 2000). The dominance of Black 
women in the domestic work sector was grounded on factors other than the 
responsibility to provide for families, namely, poverty and the lack of education.      
Rural poverty is one of the factors that influenced women to work as domestic workers 
(Zungu, 2009). According to Mosoetsa (2011), many households in Black families are 
faced with poverty resulting from being unemployed and therefore unable to access 
basic needs. Thus, these families rely on kinship networks and the sharing of 
resources for survival (Mosoetsa, 2011: 25). The Quarterly Labour Force Survey 
(2018) shows that the unemployment rate in rural Limpopo was at 37.4% in 2018; and 
unemployed women constituted 42.9% of the total unemployment figure. Domestic 
work is one of the survival strategies adopted in rural areas; hence, most women in 
rural areas are working as domestic workers (Zungu, 2009; Tolla, 2013). Bozalek 
(1999) indicates that poverty makes parents go to great lengths to secure income for 
the sustainability of their families and to particularly provide for children.   
Studies conducted by Gaitskell et al., (1983) and Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., (2009) 
concur that Black women resort to working as domestics to provide for their families. 
These women opt for domestic work to ensure that their children receive good 
education (Phillips, 2011). Phillips (2011) observes that women continue to work as 
domestic workers – despite the challenges experienced in the domestic work sector. 
This is because the responsibility to provide for their children is important. Indeed, 
most women working as domestic workers are single mothers for whom domestic work 
is the only way to survive (Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., 2009; Phillips, 2011).  
Some of the typical reasons that facilitate the dominance of Black women in the 
domestic work sector include the lack of education. Dinkelman and Ranchhod (2012) 
indicate that the lack of education prompts Black women to work as domestic workers. 
This means that, in South Africa, domestic workers are predominantly uneducated or 
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poorly educated. For Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., (2009), most women who participate 
in the domestic work sector lack education, which prevents them from gaining 
employment opportunities in other sectors. Gama and Willemse (2015) provide a 
descriptive overview of domestic workers’ education and income levels. They show 
that domestic workers have low education in relations to workers in other occupations.   
All the reasons discussed above influence Black women’s resolve to work as domestic 
workers – especially in rural areas. The lack of education is the overarching reason, 
because it prevents these women from seizing other employment opportunities. 
Furthermore, the responsibility to provide for their families pushes many Black women 
to accept job offers in the domestic work sector. In post-apartheid South Africa, the 
new trend is Black women working as domestic workers for their relatives – to support 
their children.  
2.7. An Overview of Black Families in South Africa 
Black families, in the pre-colonial era, comprised of extended family members and 
close relations. Therborn (2004) characterises Black families as extended and 
including uncles, aunts, and cousins. Black families complicate the universalised 
notion of ‘nuclear’ family, because they involve multiple generations living in one house 
(Mosoetsa, 2011). Mosoetsa (2011) notes that reciprocal relationships exist within 
these families; hence, members rescue one another in times of need. Thus, Bozalek 
(1999) suggests that reciprocal assistance in Black families is a life-long obligation that 
helps to maintain the whole family.   
Reciprocal caring – when living together – implied the sharing of resources for survival 
(Radcliffe-Brown & Forde, 1950; Bozalek, 1999). However, the introduction of 
capitalism – through colonisation – led to the reorganisation of the family structure and 
social relations (Murray, 1981; Smit, 2001). This was facilitated by the discovery of 
gold in the mid-19th century that required cheap migrant labour. Initially, the migration 
of men left women in charge of households until the mid-20th century when women 
also migrated to work as domestic servants. This disrupted the whole family; hence, 
uncles and aunts assumed the caring role when the children’s parents migrated for 
work reasons (Cock, 1989; May, 1990; Amoeteng & Ritcher, 2007).    
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According to Murray (1981), although the migrant labour system enabled men to 
provide for their families, it negatively affected families and familial relations. 
Ramphele and Ritcher (2006) indicate that migrant labour affected the relationships 
among family members in that women or mothers left their children with grandparents 
to work in the city. This was caused by men’s inability to provide for their families 
based on receiving low wages. For example, Bozalek (1999) and Mabiletsa (1967) 
note that families’ domestic arrangements were characterised by children being taken 
care of by relatives and grandparents, following their parents’ migration to the city to 
sustain the household. Clearly, Black families have a long history of helping one 
another with household responsibilities and childcare – without being paid for it 
(Bozalek, 1999).    
Bozalek (1999) contextualises caring in Black families and shows that it is 
multifaceted. It is further noted that members of Black families have been doing unpaid 
and paid work for the survival of the whole family. Hence, Bozalek (1999: 87) argues 
that one cannot examine caring in Black families without considering the history of 
South Africa and the impact of apartheid on families. History helps to understand that 
parents had to do paid work and send remittances, whereas the other family members 
assumed household responsibilities for the family’s survival. Therefore, caring in Black 
families is a survival strategy. Family members avail themselves to help with 
household responsibilities and share resources to ensure the whole family’s survival.       
However, poverty and unemployment influence reciprocal relations and the sharing of 
resources in Black families (Bozalek, 1999; Mosoetsa, 2011). Mosoetsa (2011) 
conducted a study in KwaZulu-Natal to explore the patterns of poverty due to 
unemployment and its impact on the family. Unemployment and poverty led to the 
sharing of resources within families to ensure survival. This consisted in extended 
family members helping with domestic duties and providing for one another. Bozalek 
(1999) remarks that caring in Black families extends beyond household responsibilities 
and includes the interdependency that involves physical and material caring for others. 
Nevertheless, Smit (2001) states that Black families are undergoing a social change 
linked to the capitalistic system. 
In this study, familial domestic work symbolises the impact of capitalism on family 
relations, because Black families are normally characterised by family members 
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helping one another with domestic responsibilities. However, in post-apartheid South 
Africa, family members are ‘hired’ as domestic workers (Wanner, 2013). Such a 
relationship in Black families’ involvement in paid familial domestic work challenges the 
literature on Black families and reciprocal relations. This is because reciprocity is now 
assigned a monetary value. This is the knowledge gap that this study aims to address. 
Indeed, studies have shown that unpaid work in Black families has been undertaken 
by women. However, the notion of ‘hiring’ family members as domestic workers has 
led to a contestation between paid and unpaid work – especially with the involvement 
of familial relations. The section below explores the dynamics of domestic work in 
Black families.    
2.7.1. Hiring Domestic Workers in Black Families 
Domestic work in Black families in post-apartheid South Africa is a growing 
phenomenon (Dilata, 2010; Wanner, 2013; Maqubela, 2016). The employment of 
domestic workers by Black madams dates back to the rise of the Black middle class in 
South Africa (Nattrass & Seekings, 2001). Initially, domestic work was characterised 
by Blacks working for Whites. Following the demise of the apartheid system, some 
Black people began to hire Black domestic workers, while others were hired as 
domestic workers by Black madams (Dilata, 2010; Maqubela, 2016). Carroll (2004) 
indicates that within the estimated one million of domestic workers in South Africa, 
10% are employed by Black madams. This shows the growth of domestic work in 
Black families in post-apartheid South Africa.    
Domestic workers are responsible for household duties including cooking, cleaning, as 
well as taking care of children and the elderly – for remuneration (ILO, 2011). 
According to Dilata (2010), Black families hire domestic workers for the same reason 
Whites do. Maqubela (2016) indicates that domestic workers are employed in Black 
families to help with domestic duties. In addition, domestic work in Black families is 
considered a modern-day coping strategy – especially for employed women. Maqubela 
(2016) conducted a study on the middle-class Black women who hire domestic 
workers in Limpopo. The findings illustrate that Black employers hire domestic workers 
to help with domestic responsibilities in their absence. Domestic work is considered 
women’s role in the house; hence, employed women hire domestic workers as their 
substitutes (Maqubela, 2016).   
22 | P a g e  
 
However, what is noteworthy about domestic work in Black families is that domestic 
workers accepted this role with the expectation of being treated better (Dilata, 2010). 
Studies report that Black domestic workers – under White employers – experienced 
exploitation in the form of abuse, poor working conditions, low wages, and overwork 
(Cock, 1989; Ginsburg, 2000; Fish, 2006; Ally, 2009). Black madams prefer hiring 
Black domestic workers because the latter are perceived as trustworthy and easily 
traceable (Dilata, 2010). Dilata (2010: 60) further indicates that Black employers 
considered their domestic workers as part of their families to avoid treating their 
domestic workers the way their own mothers were treated by White employers.   
However, the hiring of domestic workers within Black families has its own 
complications. Black employers tend to hire extended family members or close friends 
– from rural areas – as domestic workers (Dilata, 2010; Wanner, 2013). Nevertheless, 
the experiences of family members employed as domestic workers have not received 
sufficient research attention; hence, this study endeavours to fill this research gap. 
However, a recent study focusing on domestic work in Black families in Soweto 
highlights that the employment of close friends or relatives complicates the employer-
employee relationship (Dilata, 2010). This is corroborated by Ally (2009) who observe 
that having a close relationship with one’s domestic worker may complicate things as 
one may not know when to make the transition from a friend to a worker. Nonetheless, 
employers view the hiring of their close friends or relatives as a way of helping them 
(Carroll, 2004; Dilata, 2010; Wanner, 2013). 
For Dilata (2010), Black madams hire their close friends and family members as 
domestic workers to help them survive. Similarly, Wanner (2013) notes that Black 
madams tend to hire their family members as a way of helping them to provide for their 
families. Likewise, Phillips (2011) and Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., (2009) argue that 
Black women resort to working as domestic workers for Black madams because it 
enables them to survive as a family. Furthermore, Black employers claim that they hire 
domestic workers to address poverty and help sister-maids to survive. Indeed, Dilata 
(2010) indicates that poverty is one of the reasons Black employers hire their close 
friends and relatives as domestic workers. This is congruent with Bozalek’s (1999) 
claim that Black women resort to work as domestic workers because of rural poverty.  
23 | P a g e  
 
Employment of family members constitutes complications due to intersection of family 
and work. Wanner (2018) describes how hiring of family members is not a sole 
decision of an employed women in the home, but it involves whole family. As a result, 
even when one experiences challenges with the sister-domestic worker, it becomes 
difficult to deal with because of the familial relations. Although, family domestic work is 
associated with difficulties, but helping each other is the main reason it exists in Black 
families (Dilata, 2010; Wanner, 2018).   
The notion of helping distant relatives and close friends to survive through domestic 
work emanates from the history of reciprocal caring in Black families. It is clear that 
Black families – in pre-capitalist society – were characterised by family members 
helping one another with household responsibilities (Bozalek, 1999). Hence, Black 
employers consider hiring relatives or close friends as helping them to provide for their 
families. Helping Black women to survive through domestic work is also motivated by 
the high rate of unemployment in South Africa. Although the hiring of family members 
by Black madams helps them, it challenges the historical reciprocal caring – because 
of the attached financial compensation.    
2.8. Forms of Exploitation and Oppression in the Domestic Work Sector 
Young (1990) describes oppression as injustices suffered by a certain group of people, 
it is the consequence of intentionally or unintentionally initiated behaviour, action, or 
practice. In addition, Donald and Mahlatji (2006: 206) stress that oppression is dual, as 
some people benefit from it while others are negatively affected by it. It is further 
argued that oppression occurs in many forms such as exploitation, marginalisation, 
and violence (Donald & Mahlatji, 2006). Oppression is visible in the domestic work 
sector where domestic workers experience different forms of exploitation. Tolla (2013) 
indicates that exploitation within the domestic work sector takes different forms such 
as unfavourable working conditions and the verbal abuse of domestic workers. 
Exploitation is defined as an act of taking advantage of something or treating someone 
in an unfair manner (Donald & Mahlatji, 2006). Donald and Mahlatji (2006) argue that 
exploitation is likely to happen in menial jobs such as domestic work, because it is 
unskilled labour mostly done by the marginalised. Studies also demonstrate that 
domestic workers are exploited through poor working conditions that include verbal 
notification of employment and long working hours (Cock, 1989; Donald and Mahlatji, 
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2006; Tolla, 2013). Marginalisation is another form of oppression experienced by 
domestic workers. Despite the regulation of the domestic work sector, domestic work 
is still viewed as women’s work – which perpetuates the exploitation of domestic 
workers (Fish, 2006).   
2.8.1. Working conditions 
Working conditions in the domestic work sector are important to understand the 
experiences of domestic workers. Tolla (2013) underscores that domestic workers are 
still exposed to unfavourable working conditions; sometimes, they work overtime and 
do strenuous work. In other words, domestic workers are sometimes given extra duties 
– which results in overworking them. This deprives them of the time to rest and be with 
their families, because of having to work longer. Dilata’s (2010) findings indicate that 
domestic workers are overworked and respond to it sometimes by missing work. 
Overworking indicates that despite the labour laws, domestic workers are still serving 
under poor working conditions.  
The overworking of domestic workers is advantageous to the madams, because it 
affords them the time to rest, while the maids are negatively affected (Maqubela, 
2016). Maqubela (2016) highlights that domestic workers do not have time for their 
families – especially their children – because of being overworked. Poor working 
conditions within the domestic work sector are linked to unclear job descriptions. Thus, 
domestic workers engage in extra duties that involve more unpaid work hours. 
However, Dilata (2010) indicates that, sometimes, domestic workers voluntarily do 
extra duties. Employers sometimes use this demonstration of initiative to ask domestic 
workers to do extra, unpaid work (Dilata, 2010).    
Domestic workers’ poor working conditions are influenced by how they are employed. 
Tolla (2013) suggests that domestic workers are more likely to be employed through 
verbal agreement, instead of contractual agreements – as stipulated in the labour law. 
This is because domestic workers lack knowledge about labour laws. Conversely, 
employers allegedly know labour laws, but continue to exploit their domestic workers 
(Grossman, 2004). This disregards the DoL’s stipulation that it is the employer’s 
responsibility to ensure that domestic workers sign contracts and are registered as 
employees with it (Department of Labour, 2002).  
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Poor working conditions in the domestic work sector includes domestic workers not 
registered for worker-benefits. The BCEA and SD7 stipulates that it is mandatory for 
domestic workers to be registered for benefits such as Unemployment Insurance Fund 
and Pension Fund (Department of Labour, 2017). However, Tolla (2013) indicates that 
domestic workers are continuously not considered for the aforementioned benefits 
because employers do not register them.  
2.8.2. Low Wages within the Domestic Work Sector  
Cock (1989) notes that during apartheid, domestic workers were not legally protected; 
hence, they were paid low wages. Ally (2009) and Tolla (2013) indicate that nothing 
has changed, despite the regulation of the domestic work sector. Indeed, domestic 
workers still complain about low wages that do not even cover their basic needs. This 
indicates that employers are not adhering to the stipulated labour laws for domestic 
workers in terms of wages. This supports Magwaza’s (2008) observation that labour 
laws are not efficiently and successfully catering for domestic workers.  
Paying domestic workers below the national minimum wages stipulated by SD7 is 
another form of exploitation that domestic workers are still subjected to. Maboyana and 
Sekaja (2015) claim that domestic workers’ low wages constitutes a disregard of the 
employment legislation by employers. Though Ally (2009) asserts that domestic 
workers’ wages are slowly increasing compared to what they were during the 
apartheid era, Maboyana and Sekaja (2015) underscore that some domestic workers 
sometimes go unpaid or without an increase for a long time. Hence, Magwaza’s (2008) 
argument that the labour laws for domestic workers are ineffective and that persisting 
low wages indicate employers’ non-compliance with the labour law applicable to the 
domestic work sector.  
Dilata (2010) suggests that the domestic work sector is characterised by low wages. 
Paying domestic workers low wages is influenced by the employer’s class and status. 
Dilata (2010) found that middle-class employers were paying their domestic workers 
more than the national minimum wage stipulated by the DoL. Conversely, some 
employers from other socio-economic classes paid their domestic workers’ wages as 
low as R800 per month (Dilata, 2010). Some employers decided to pay their domestic 
workers low wages because they sometimes received food and clothes for their 
children (Dilata, 2010). Paying domestic workers in the form of food and clothes can 
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be traced back to the colonial and apartheid era, arguably is one of the factors 
contributing to the wages struggle within the domestic work sector.  
Clearly, low wages and poor working conditions within the domestic work sector 
persist. Grossman (2004) argues that exploitation in the form of low wages is worse in 
rural areas, as employers withhold information about labour laws and minimum wages 
for domestic workers. It is assumed that employers know the labour laws, because 
they are able to hire domestic workers and are also employed. For instance, Wanner 
(2018) describe in her book the madams, how she was reluctant of hiring a maid 
because it is attached to the middle-class families. This elevates the employers’ status, 
in comparison to domestic workers. On the contrary, domestic workers do not know 
much about labour laws, because they are uneducated. Working as domestics is to 
enables them to survive (Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., 2009). Domestic workers lack the 
confidence to ask about the minimum wage, because they fear losing their jobs (Ally, 
2009).  
Although the domestic work sector is regulated, it is evident that the sector constitutes 
exploitation in form of poor working conditions including low wages and working long 
hours (Dilata, 2010). This questions the regulation of the domestic work sector, 
because domestic workers are continuously treated poorly by their employers. This 
affirms Magwaza (2008) claim that the implemented labour laws in the domestic work 
sector are not efficiently helping domestic workers rather employed to further 
exploitation. Therefore exploitation in the domestic work sector is as a result of many 
factors.  
2.8.3. Domestic Workers’ Coping Mechanisms   
Domestic workers experience multiple challenges in their workplace. For Thobejane 
and Khosa (2016), domestic workers resort to silence as a way to deal with workplace 
challenges. Studies show that domestic workers are exploited in multiple ways that 
include poor working conditions, working long hours, and being paid low wages (Dilata, 
2010). Domestic workers respond to such predicaments with silence, to avoid verbal 
abuse from their employers (Tolla, 2013; Thobejane & Khosa, 2016). Thobejane and 
Khosa (2016) add that domestic workers’ patience and silence constitute efforts to 
protect their jobs, because talking to their employers may result in dismissal-
particularly unfair dismissal. Additionally, domestic workers do not even share their 
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troubles with friends, because of the fear that the information might be reported to their 
employers (Thobejane and Khosa, 2016).  
Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., (2009) indicate that Black women working as domestics 
resort to endure exploitation by their employers because domestic work enables them 
to provide for their families. However, Thobejane and Khosa (2016) argue that 
domestic workers accept their exploitative situations because they are uneducated, 
unlike their employers- which will take some time for them to get other job 
opportunities. Nevertheless, domestic workers focus on the bigger picture: being a 
domestic worker is not a choice but a default option linked to their lack of education 
(Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., 2009; Thobejane & Khosa, 2016). Thus, domestic 
workers’ response to exploitation by their employers is influenced by their reason for 
working in that capacity and the fear of losing their jobs. 
Domestic workers’ silence is a form of response to challenges within the domestic 
work sector. Motsemme (2004: 910) argues that silence constitutes an affirmation of 
agency by sister-maids, in dealing with the situations they experience. In other words, 
domestic workers do not normally keep quiet about their daily experiences, but choose 
to respond by being silent. Motsemme (2004) further contends that being silent is a 
form of language used to deal with different situations. For domestic workers, 
remaining silent about their predicaments helps to protect their jobs and relations with 
their employers, because doing domestic work enables them to survive and provide for 
their families.  
2.9. Theoretical Framework 
The study was informed by feminism, as it is specifically focused on exploring the 
experiences of Black women. The aim of this study was to acknowledge women’s 
voices through the exploration of their experiences of familial domestic work in rural 
Limpopo. Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) was adopted as a theoretical framework 
to understand the interplay of the factors contributing to the experiences of Black 
women employers and those employed as domestic workers. Due to the pitfalls of 
intersectionality and the nature of the study, the sociological imagination (Mills, 1959) 
was used in exploring the experiences of both sister-maids and sister-madams in rural 
areas. The sociological imagination was specifically relevant in understanding the 
relationship between agency and structures. This involved highlighting the impact of 
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capitalism on the familial relationship that motivated the employment of family 
members as domestic workers.  
2.9.1. Intersectionality  
The study employed intersectionality as a theoretical lens for understanding familial 
employment in the domestic work sector. The intention was to contextualise familial 
employment and explore multiple factors that influence the experiences of sister-maids 
and sister-madams in the family domestic work. Intersectionality, which was coined by 
Kimberle Crenshaw, specifically focuses on exploring the experiences of women of 
colour. Crenshaw (1991) used intersectionality as a framework to investigate and 
understand the impact of factors such as gender, race, class, and many more on the 
experiences of women of colour. Women’s experiences are significantly shaped by 
multiple identities linked to race, class, gender, geographical location, and so on 
(Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2000; Williams, 2009; Corus & Saatcioglu, 2015).  
Collins (2000) posits that it is fundamental to explore women’s experiences through 
the consideration of the intersectional oppression facilitated by the multiple factors at 
play. However, Davis (2006) asserts that women’s experiences cannot be understood 
additively; social identities should be thoroughly understood. Similarly, the Women’s 
Rights and Economic Change Report (2004) reported that multiple experiences and 
discriminations against women are as a result of multiple and combined identities. As a 
result, intersectionality was suitable to comprehend the experiences of Black women 
employers and those employed as domestic workers in family domestic work.      
Intersectionality was the most appropriate framework for studying familial employment 
in the domestic work sector. Because domestic work is dominated by Black women 
who are constantly exposed to difficulties, thus exploring familial employment required 
a theoretical framework that would provide a deeper understanding of the experiences 
of Black women participating in familial employment. Maqubela (2016) postulates that 
intersectionality is a suitable theoretical framework when exploring the domestic work 
sector, because the experiences of domestic workers represent the interplay of 
multiple identities including race, gender and class.   
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2.9.2. The Sociological Imagination 
The Sociological imagination significantly focused on understanding the inevitable 
relationship between agency and structure (Mills, 1959). Mills (1959) argues that the 
environment that constitutes the social structure influences humans’ behaviours and 
views. Furthermore, Mills (1959: 6) emphasises the importance of understanding the 
relationship between history and biography, as they shape each other. On the one 
hand, personal troubles are related to human agency that is associated with the 
problems experienced by individuals in relation to one another (Mills, 1959). On the 
other hand, social issues are public matters that relationally affect individuals in a 
society (Mills, 1959). In essence, the sociological imagination helps to understand 
individuals’ experiences and their relationship to the society. 
This study adopted the sociological imagination as a second theoretical framework to 
comprehend familial employment in the domestic work sector. The focus was 
particularly to show the impact of capitalism and its capitalist system on Black families. 
As Mills (1959) asserts, the sociological imagination helps the processor to understand 
personal problems from a larger historical scene. Therefore, familial employment in the 
domestic work sector represents the impact of capitalism on Black families’ relations. 
Black families constitutes caring amongst family members, however caring within 
these families now involves paying and being paid.  
To illustrate Mills’ assentation, Fish (2006) suggests that the relations within a 
household are directly connected to world relations. In other words, society and public 
issues shape what happens in the household. Hence, the relationship between sister-
maids and sister-madams is explored through a sociological lens that helps to 
understand the interrelation between personal experiences and the public or society. 
Equally important, Fish (2006) contends that a private household is a political space, 
because the society shapes it. Hence, the sociological imagination was paired with 
intersectionality to explore familial employment in Black families within the domestic 
work sector in rural Limpopo.   
2.10. Conclusion 
This chapter provided a detailed review of literature that helped to understand 
domestic work in South Africa. Debates on Black men and women serving in the 
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domestic work sector were traced back to colonial times and the apartheid era. It was 
highlighted that domestic work then consisted in Whites hiring Black men and women 
as domestic workers. However, gender transition occurred during the apartheid era 
and engendered Black women’s dominance of the domestic work sector. This was 
because Black men moved to the mining sector – following the discovery of gold in the 
1880s.  
Subsequently, the demise of apartheid system led to the emergence of Black madams 
in the domestic work sector. Though the domestic work sector saw an increase in 
Black women employing other Black women as domestic workers, Whites remained 
the main employers. Although domestic work in Black families has received scholarly 
attention, familial domestic work in rural areas has been under-researched. Hence, the 
present study’s intention to fill in this gap. 
To gain a deeper understanding of Black families’ kin domestic employment 
phenomenon, this chapter examined the characteristics of this type of employment and 
its impact on familial relations. This enabled one to fully comprehend the impact of 
capitalism on familial relations, because domestic work is now associated with this 
complex dynamic of family members working as domestic workers. The chapter also 
discussed how the domestic work sector was regulated through the adoption of labour 
laws. Despite the regulation of the domestic work sector, domestic workers still face 
challenges such as poor working conditions induced by the non-contractual 
employment that translates into working long hours and earning low wages. In 
response, domestic workers adopt silence as a mechanism to cope with these 
challenges. The latter section of this chapter discussed intersectionality and the 
sociological imagination as the theoretical frameworks of the study. The following 
chapter elaborates on the methodological approach employed in the study.  
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Chapter 3: The Methodological and Reflexive 
experiences of Conducting a Study on Familial 
Domestic Work in Nkowankowa. 
 
3.1. Introduction 
The aim of this study was to understand the experiences of Black women employers 
and employees in familial domestic work in rural Limpopo. The research further 
investigated the dynamics of being an employing family-madam and being employed 
by one, as well as the impact of familial relations on the employer-employee 
relationship. This study was informed by feminist and interpretivist paradigms. Thus, it 
focused on understanding human social issues, actions and meanings. Firestone 
(1987) and Goldkuhl (2012) explain that interpretivists strongly believe that reality is 
socially constructed through individuals’ actions and meanings. The qualitative 
research approach was adopted for this study because it is centred on the 
interpretation of social life and gaining an in-depth understanding of the studied 
phenomenon (Sarantakos, 2005; Bless, Higson-Smith & Sithole, 2014). Alhojailan 
(2012: 40) argues that thematic analysis is suitable for studies seeking to interpret data 
and connect themes with the whole content. Hence, thematic analysis was used to 
analyse data.  
This chapter provides a detailed discussion of the philosophical paradigms, the 
research design, and the methodology of the study. This is followed by a motivation of 
the selection technique and an explanation of how access to the research site was 
gained. Furthermore, a discussion of the data-collection and analysis methods used is 
provided, and how reflexivity was maintained. Lastly, ethical issues and the study’s 
limitations are discussed.    
3.2. Feminist research 
This study was informed by feminism and thus focused on exploring the experiences 
of Black women within the familial domestic work sector in rural Limpopo. White, Klein 
and Martin (2015: 215) indicate that women’s experiences are central to feminism that 
strives to foster the acknowledgment of women’s voices in knowledge production. 
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Gordon (1979) associates feminism with the analysis of women’s oppression – with 
the purpose of changing it. Feminism, as a theory, is based on empirical data and is 
connected with the social movement for equality within society (White et al., 2015: 
210). As such, feminism empowers women by acknowledging their experiences and 
views.  
Feminist research is predominantly defined by the research tools used and the issues 
explored. In that sense, feminist research focuses on critically engaging with issues 
related to women and ensuring that their voices are acknowledged (Sarantakos, 
2005). Furthermore, feminist research aims to reconstruct women’s experiences by 
acknowledging their presence in the process of producing knowledge. Experience is 
important in feminist research, because it is described as a feminist research 
standpoint (May, 2001).  
This study was grounded in feminism because it set to explore the experiences of 
Black women employers and employees in family domestic work. According to White 
et al., (2015), feminist research focuses on exploring the experiences of subordinated 
women in their quest to ensure that their voices are heard. The adoption of the feminist 
theory aimed to acknowledge and share the experiences of Black women employers 
and employees in familial domestic work in rural Limpopo. The feminist approach 
served to further highlight the importance of the experiences of women engaging in 
familial domestic work in the production of knowledge about this type of employment in 
rural areas.  
3.3. Research Approach  
A qualitative approach was employed in this study. According to Creswell (2009), 
qualitative research is characterised by a focus on understanding individuals’ actions 
and meanings, as well as exploring social issues. This implies engaging with 
participants to discuss issues in-depth. Moreover, Sarantakos (2005) adds that the 
qualitative approach rests on exploring and understanding reality from the inside.  
Thus, the qualitative research approach allows the researcher to be subjective in 
engaging with the participants – to gain more information. 
Given the characteristics above, the qualitative research approach was deemed most 
suitable for this study which explored the experiences of Black women employed as 
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domestic workers by family ‘madams’ as well as those of the latter. Understanding the 
dynamics of familial relations and the employment of family members as domestic 
workers in rural areas was suitably done through an in-depth inquiry enabled by the 
qualitative research approach. In addition, the qualitative approach allowed the 
researcher to explore and gain more information on the researched topic – through 
probing beyond the given answers. It also enabled the understanding of issues from 
the participants’ perspective. The qualitative research approach was significant and 
suitable in understanding the relationship dynamics between “sister-maids and sister-
madams” within the family domestic work sector in rural areas.  
3.4. Research Site 
The study was conducted in Nkowankowa, a setting located in the Greater Tzaneen 
Local Municipality in the Limpopo Province. Nkowankowa is a semi-urban area divided 
into Nkowankowa sections A, B, C and D. It is surrounded by rural areas. According to 
StatsSA (2011), the population of Nkowankowa was approximately 22 484, in 2011. 
Most of the Nkowankowa households are headed by women (46.5%) employed in 
professional and semi-skilled jobs such as teaching (StatsSA, 2011). These women 
usually hire domestic workers to help with household duties in their absence 
(Maqubela, 2016). The Quarterly Labour Force Survey (2018) reveals that individuals 
employed in households to render domestic services, among others, in Limpopo 
constituted 12.3% of the labour force in 2017. According to Quarterly Labour Force 
Survey (2018), Limpopo’s general unemployment rate was at 37.4% in 2018. 
Additionally, the unemployment rate by gender showed that 38.9% of women, 
predominantly in rural areas, are unemployed; hence, they resort to the domestic 
service sector.   
Nkowankowa was a suitable research site, because it consists predominantly of Black 
women employed in professional jobs, notably teaching. As such, hiring domestic 
workers from nearby areas provides a substitute who handles their domestic chores. 
This practice constitutes a modern-day coping strategy for employed women 
(Maqubela, 2016). The most important reason for choosing Nkowankowa as this 
project’s study site was the researcher’s personal observation – as a resident in the 
Nkowankowa area – that the domestic service sector is characterised by hiring family 
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members as domestic workers. Thus, Nkowankowa was a suitable site for any study 
interested in understanding familial employment within the domestic work sector.    
3.5. Selection of Study Participants 
For this study, a non-probability sampling involving a snowball technique was used to 
select the participants. Sarantakos (2005) explains that snowball sampling consists in 
the participants suggesting other people matching the characteristics to the 
researcher. Sadler, Lee and Fullerton (2010) argue that one of the strengths of 
snowball sampling is shortening time in finding participants, as the researcher relies on 
the current ones to nominate others. However, the limitation of snowball sampling is 
the small number of participants which entails that the study’s findings cannot be 
generalised (Babbie, 2004; Sadler et al., 2010). For this study, referrals mostly 
occurred through identifying one participant (a sister-maid) who directed the 
researcher to other domestic workers and employers fitting the characteristics of 
interest to the study. This also helped the researcher in gaining access to participants 
for this study.  
At the end of the fieldwork, 10 Black women were interviewed. Five of them are 
employed as domestic workers by their relatives, whereas the other five employ their 
relatives as domestic workers. The selection of the participants was influenced by their 
being Black women employed as domestic workers by their relatives and those hiring 
their family members as domestic workers. To qualify for the study, the sister-maids 
must have worked more than 2 years for her sister-madam. In addition, these sister-
maids should reside in a rural area near Nkowankowa. However, for sister-madams, 
the researcher sought Black women who hire their relatives as domestic workers. 
These sister-madams had to reside in Nkowankowa and work in professional jobs 
such as teaching. All the participants interviewed matched the characteristics set by 
the researcher for the research project.    
3.5.1. Gaining Access 
For De Vos, Strydom, Fouche and Delport (2011: 325), the collection of data is 
determined by access to the research site, as this enables the researcher to build and 
maintain a relationship with the participants. For this study, gaining access to the 
research site was not difficult at first, because the researcher – through referral – 
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approached the suggested potential participants. Advantageously, the researcher is 
from a nearby area. This familiarity made it easier to access the proposed participants. 
Despite the easier access, some potential participants declined to partake in the study. 
This is because of the ‘unresolved’ familial issues with their sister-maids that made it 
difficult for them to share their experiences. For instance, the researcher approached 
one household where the sister-employer mentioned the existence of unresolved 
issues with her sister-maid that were awaiting a family meeting. Several similar 
rejections led to the researcher having only 10 participants, instead of the proposed 
14.  
3.5.2. Profile of the Participants 
Ten Black women linked to familial domestic work were interviewed. These included 
five who ‘employ’2 their relatives as domestic workers and five who are employed as 
domestic workers by their relatives. All Black women who ‘employ’ their relatives as 
domestic workers work as school teachers. They were predominantly married women 
with children. These women were above the age of 30 years old and their salaries 
were above R15, 000.00 per month. These sister-employers ‘hired’ their relatives to 
perform domestic duties in their homes. Pseudonyms were used for all the participants 
and the schools they work in – as per the request that their identities and workplaces 
be protected by being kept private. This was also in line with the ethics requirement for 
social research. The following paragraphs provide the profiles of the participants who 
have employed relatives as domestic workers. 
Rose is a 55-year-old widow based in Nkowankowa Section B. She is currently 
working as an acting principal at Ponani Primary School. Rose is also a pastor. She 
has two dependants (her son and grandson). Rose’s salary is R25, 000.00 per month, 
after deductions. She also has a Spaza shop that contributes to their survival as a 
family. However, because she does not have enough time to do domestic duties, Rose 
has ‘employed’ her sister as her domestic worker.   
Maria is a 54-year-old married woman staying at Nkowankowa Section A. Although 
she has four children, she only lives with two of them because the other two are 
                                            
2 I use the terms “employ” and “employed” to describe the relationship in familial domestic work, as 
Black women considered themselves employers and relatives at the same time. This is to show the 
contestation and negotiation from being an employer and a relative.  
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already married and have their own families. Maria is presently working as a teacher at 
Magoza Primary School. Her salary is R15, 000.00 per month, after deductions. Due to 
the constraints of her job, Maria has ‘hired’ her sister-in-law to fulfil household duties in 
her absence.  
Cynthia is a 47-year-old married woman located in Nkowankowa Section B. She lives 
with her husband and their four children. Her family depends solely on her, because 
she is presently the only one working – as a teacher at Malwandle Secondary School. 
Her salary is in the range of R16, 000.00 per month. Cynthia has ‘employed’ her sister 
as a domestic worker.   
Sarah is a 52-year-old married woman living in Nkowankowa Section B. Though she 
has five children, Sarah only stays with three of them and her husband. This is 
because the other two children are married and have their own families. She is 
currently working as a teacher at Vuronga Secondary School. Her salary is R16, 
000.00 per month, after deductions. Sarah has ‘hired’ her sister to assume household 
responsibilities, because of time limitations.  
Ruth is a 42-years-old married woman living with her husband and three children in 
Nkowankowa Section B. She works as a teacher at Ntsanwisi Secondary School. Her 
salary is R16, 000.00 per month, post deductions. Ruth supports the family with the 
help of her husband who is also working. Ruth has ‘employed’ her sister to do 
domestic duties because of time constraints.  
The subsequent paragraphs provide the profiles of the participants ‘employed’ as 
domestic workers by their relatives. Most of the familial ‘employers’ of these women 
work as school teachers: one only is a college teacher in Tzaneen. The majority of the 
women profiled below are single mothers with more than two children. These women 
reside in rural areas near Nkowankowa where they are ‘employed’ as live-out domestic 
workers by their relatives. Furthermore, these women’s level of education ranges from 
Grade 10 to Grade 12. Their salaries vary between R800 and R3000 per month. 
Pseudonyms were used in line with their request that private and sensitive information 
be kept confidential.  
Jane is a 35-year-old single mother of three children; however, only two depend on her 
– because one recently started working. Jane is from Petanenge, a village near 
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Nkowankowa. She studied until Grade 11. Currently, is ‘employed’ as a domestic 
worker by her uncle’s wife who works as a primary school teacher and stays in 
Nkowankowa. Jane is paid R1000.00 per month. She also receives social grants for 
the two children who live with her – which helps with the survival of the family.  
Minkateko is a 35-year-old single mother who stays with her two dependent children. 
She is from KaMajomela, a village close to Nkowankowa. Minkateko who studied until 
Grade 12 is ‘employed’ as domestic worker by her uncle’s wife working as a deputy 
principal. Minkateko is paid R1800.00 per month. She also receives social grants for 
her two children – which helps the family.   
Sharon is a 37-year-old single mother of three children who depend on her. She is 
from Nkowankowa Section D (Mbambha) and studied until Grade 11. Sharon is ‘hired’ 
as a domestic worker by her brother’s wife who works as a primary school teacher. 
Sharon is paid R800.00 per month and also receives social grants for her children – 
which assists with the family’s survival.  
Flora is a 59-year-old married woman who lives with her husband and four children. 
Nevertheless, only two of the children depend on her, because the other two are 
married. Flora – who is from Nkowankowa Section A – studied until Grade 10. She is 
‘employed’ as a domestic worker by her sister who works as a college teacher. Flora is 
paid R3000.00 per month and her retired husband receives a social grant – which 
helps her family to survive.  
Thembi is a 54-year-old widow living with her three dependent children. She is from 
the Petanenge Village situated nearby Nkowankowa. She studied until Grade 10. 
Thembi is ‘hired’ as a domestic worker by her brother’s wife who works as a primary 
school teacher. Thembi is paid R1300.00 per month. This and her children’s social 
grants contribute to the survival of her family.  
3.6. Data Collection 
For this study, semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. May (2001) and 
Bless et al., (2014) suggest that semi-structured interviews are suitable in exploratory 
research as they allow the researcher to discover ideas through a detailed 
interpretation of the participants’ responses. Semi-structured interviews consist in the 
researcher asking open-ended questions based on the interview guide (See Appendix 
38 | P a g e  
 
D). Furthermore, semi-structured interviews were advantageous as they enabled the 
researcher to establish the participants’ perceptions and experiences on working for or 
employing family members as domestic workers. According to Rosenthal (2016: 510), 
semi-structured interviews involve posing questions and doing follow-up probes to gain 
an in-depth understanding of the participants’ experiences, perceptions, opinions and 
knowledge about a particular phenomenon.     
Data collection, for this study, took two months. It started in July 2018 – during 
university holidays. The researcher had to come back to Johannesburg after the 
holidays, though he continued looking for participants telephonically – through those 
already interviewed. Subsequently, the researcher went back to the field – during the 
September 2018 holidays – to complete the data collection. Firstly, the researcher 
made appointments with the identified participants – telephonically – who agreed to 
meet the researcher at their own convenient time and place. The researcher had to 
travel to meet the participants accordingly. Most participants were interviewed in their 
homes. Through referral, the researcher managed to locate additional participants 
matching the characteristics of interest for this study: domestic workers employed by 
their relatives and madams-to-family-members.  
Domestic workers ‘employed’ by their relatives were interviewed in their homes, 
because it was school holidays and they were on leave. This made it easier to access 
these domestic workers ‘employed’ by family members. Employers hiring family 
members as domestic workers were found through referral by other participants. 
Similarly, sister-madams’ appointments were made – telephonically – according to the 
participants’ availability.  
All participants were given the information sheet (see Appendix A) which explained the 
purpose of the study. They were then furnished with consent forms (see Appendix B 
and Appendix C) that they signed to indicate their voluntarily participation in the study. 
Furthermore, all interviews were recorded using a recorder (phone); and field notes 
were taken during the interviews. These interviews lasted approximately 40-50 
minutes – because it was difficult for some participants to share their experiences 
openly. Consequently, some parts of the interviews were not recorded. Indeed, 
sometimes, the participants were more open about their experiences off-record and 
after the interview. Thus, the researcher used the notebook to capture all the 
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information shared, even after the interview. Moreover, the interviews were sometimes 
disturbed by either children or meetings. For instance, one interview with a sister-
employer was interrupted because of a church meeting. The researcher had to wait for 
the meeting to end to continue with the interview. The researcher interviewed both 
sister-maids and sister-madams in their own language (Xitsonga). Thereafter, 
transcribed the recordings, field notes, and other data verbatim – in English.  
3.7. Data Analysis   
For this study, thematic content analysis was used to analyse the data. According to 
Alhojailan (2012), thematic content analysis is appropriate for a study that seeks to 
understand a particular phenomenon through an in-depth interpretation of data. In 
other words, thematic analysis is a type of qualitative analysis technique used to 
present data in categories and themes. Most importantly, it allows the researcher to 
identify themes and connect them to the whole content (Alhojailan, 2012). Hence, 
Attride-Stirling (2001) suggests that thematic analysis is a web-like system used to 
organise and interpret data.  
Analysing data in this study began during the data collection process. Pre-analysis 
occurred through the possible themes and ideas that the researcher identified during 
data collection – which helped in probing for more information. Strauss and Corbin 
(1990) argue that data analysis starts during data collection, as this enables the 
researcher to ground and shape the data collection process – based on what has been 
pre-analysed. The study followed the steps suggested by Rosenthal (2016: 513): 
transcribing, coding, and interpreting data.  
As indicated earlier, data for this study were collected in the participants’ language 
(Xitsonga) – for both sister-maids and sister-madams. Using the participants’ preferred 
language helped the researcher in building rapport with them, as the researcher is 
fluent in the aforementioned language. Thereafter, the researcher transcribed and 
translated data captured in recordings, field notes, and other notes – directly into 
English. All interviews were transcribed verbatim, to ensure that the participants’ 
perceptions and experiences are captured. After transcribing, the researcher read all 
the transcriptions before thoroughly analysing them. Transcribing the interviews from 
Xitsonga to English was easy because the researcher is familiar with the language.  
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However, transcribing the interviews into English limits the original ideas that are better 
captured in the languages in which the interviews are conducted (Bailey, 2008). Bailey 
(2008) describes transcribing as being more than a straightforward technical task. This 
is because it involves selection, reduction, and interpretation of audible data into 
written texts. In addition, capturing the full meanings of the collected data requires the 
researcher to be cautious (Green, Franquiz & Dixon, 1997; Roberts, 2004; Bailey, 
2008). Thus, the researcher listened to the interview recordings several times while 
transcribing, to ensure that the original ideas were captured. Field notes and other 
documented notes were used to fully capture the experiences of Black women 
employers and employees in familial domestic work in rural Limpopo.  
Coding is the second step of the thematic analysis technique chosen for this study. 
Coding consists in the researcher re-reading each transcript to identify recurring ideas 
(Rosenthal, 2012: 513). Furthermore, coding is associated with highlighting and 
colour-coding in order to identify and organise data (Rosenthal, 2012). Thus, the 
researcher re-read all the transcripts and used colours to identify and differentiate 
possible themes. For instance, light blue was used for the theme of understanding the 
employment process in familial domestic work. Colour-coding helped the researcher to 
distinguish between the main themes and subthemes. For Stirling (2001), coding, in 
thematic analysis, is associated with identifying global themes (main), basic themes, 
and organising. Hence, colour-coding enabled the researcher to organise and 
categorise data into themes and subthemes. Some of the identified themes include 
“Receiving or giving care and challenges to historical reciprocity, and “My employer is 
my sister-madam”.  
Interpretation was the final step of the data analysis process of this study. 
Interpretation involves the researcher making sense of the identified themes and 
subthemes. The main themes and arguments of both Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 are 
“Navigating Familial Relations and Employer-Employee Relations and Being a Sister-
Employer in family domestic work”, as both chapters capture the experiences of sister-
maids and sister-madams, respectively.        
3.8. On Being Reflexive When Conducting the Study  
Interviewing older women was difficult, because they could not freely share their 
experiences. The participants’ reluctance was influenced by the fact that the 
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interviewer was a young man. Thus, sometimes, the researcher felt that some probing 
questions were disrespectful to the older participants who were prompted to talk about 
their families. In this regard, Manderson, Bennett and Andajani-Sutjahjo (2006) argue 
that data collection through interviews is shaped by such social, structural and 
contextual factors as age, gender and ethnicity. In addition, a researcher should be 
reflexive when conducting interviews, as this may influence how the participants share 
their experiences (Manderson et al., 2006). Herod (1993) adds that gender also 
shapes the data collection process. For instance, Manderson et al. (2006) illustrate 
that interviews conducted by women on men are contextual – as men tend to avoid 
emotional talk. Thus, interviewing older women – as a young man – might have 
influenced the participants’ responses and the sharing of their experiences of family 
domestic work.   
The dynamics of gender, age and social status in collecting data from Black women 
employers and employees in the familial domestic work sector are partly why some 
participants rejected partaking in the study. Many of the approached participants 
claimed that they had unsolved family issues and were awaiting family meetings. 
Before the researcher introduced himself as a master’s student, the participants were 
willing to talk and freely shared jokes about their work. However, after the introduction, 
the participants realised that they were to partake in a formal interview; hence, some 
elected to share their experiences off-record.  
The researcher noted the change in the participants’ responses to questions during the 
interviews and tried make the interviews more flexible by asking questions informally. 
Payne and Payne (2004: 19) indicate that reflexivity is a practice that prompts 
researchers to be self-aware of their beliefs, values and attitudes and how these may 
have an impact on the research setting. Likewise, the researcher’s position as an 
educated young man may have affected the research – during the data collection 
process. As a researcher, I also sympathised with the women employed as domestic 
workers by their relatives. Being reflexive – as a researcher – helped me in analysing 
data cautiously and noting my impact on the research project.      
3.8.1 Keeping Audit Trail 
An audit trail is significant in a study, as it helps to ensure that the researcher is 
reflexive during and after the research. According to Payne and Payne (2004), the 
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audit trail involves keeping all documents and notes throughout the research, which 
helps with reflexivity. Consequently, I kept all the field notes and documents that 
helped with being reflexive when collecting and analysing data. During data 
interpretation, the researcher went back to the field notes, to reflect on his possible 
impact on the participants and the study – which helped with the data interpretation. 
The researcher kept all the documents to refer back to, especially when providing 
rationalisation for some of the changes made during data collection process- 
particularly with the interview guide. Indeed, in this study, the interview guide was 
revised during data collection – based on the participants’ responses. This helped the 
researcher to probe for more information on certain topics arising during collecting 
data. Keeping an audit trail helped the researcher to be reflexive during data 
interpretation. Rodgers (2012) and Bass (2018) argue that keeping an audit trail in 
qualitative research helps in providing justification for actions and changes made by a 
researcher during the research project.  
3.9. Ethical Consideration 
For Bless et al., (2014: 29), ethics in social research strives to ensure that the 
participants are protected against any harm and violation of their rights. Ethics also 
enables scholars to follow the right procedure when conducting a research project. 
Hence, the University of Johannesburg’s Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics 
Committee granted the ethics clearance for this study (See Appendix E). Moreover, 
the researcher only commenced with data collection once the approval of the interview 
guide had been secured from the supervisor. The ethicality of the study was ensured 
by adhering to the ethical principles suggested by Bless et al., (2014: 29), namely, 
non-maleficence, autonomy, keeping promises, and confidentiality.  
Non-maleficence is defined as the prevention of any potential harm to the participants, 
which may be caused by engaging in a research project (Bless et al., 2014). In this 
study, the researcher thoroughly explained to the participants’ about the purpose of the 
study and the possible harm associated with engaging in the study. For instance, the 
study focused on vulnerable people who may lose their jobs for participating in the 
study. Thus, the researcher ensured the protection of the participants by interviewing 
domestic workers in the absence of their employers. All domestic workers were 
interviewed at their respective convenient spaces and times.  
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In this study, autonomy was preserved by providing the participants with an 
information sheet (see Appendix A) and consent forms (see Appendix B and Appendix 
C), before their involvement in the study. The researcher fully explained the 
information sheet, emphasising that the participation in the study was voluntary and 
that the participants were free to withdraw from the research at any time. Bless et al., 
(2014) and Marsh (1967) argue that the main principle of autonomy in a research is 
ensuring that the participation in the study is thoroughly explained to the participants. 
Hence, the researcher informed both sister-maids and sister-madams that their 
participation was voluntary. In addition, the researcher stressed that there were no 
rewards for partaking in the study.  
Furthermore, the researcher kept the promises of anonymity made to the participants 
by using pseudonyms. This appeased all the participants who were worried about their 
privacy and the treatment of the sensitive information they had to provide. Bless et al. 
(2014) explain that fidelity is about the researcher being faithful and keeping the 
promises made to the participants. In essence, the participants understood their 
involvement in the study and were assured that all the collected information would be 
kept in a password-protected cloud and would only be accessed by my supervisor and 
myself. The researcher also explained to the participants that all the collected data 
would be used for the research report, as well as academic publications and 
presentations.   
Marsh (1967) suggests that confidentiality is about ensuring that the information 
provided by the participants is not shared with anyone – except the research 
supervisor. In other words, confidentiality consists in protecting the information that 
may expose the participants without their approval. Therefore, in this study, the 
participants’ sensitive information, such as names, was protected by means of 
pseudonyms. 
3.10. Challenges of Conducting the Study on Familial Domestic Work 
The study had few limitations. The first is that the researcher could not find the 
proposed number of participants, because of the difficulty in accessing the potential 
participants. Attaining the targeted number of participants would have helped with 
gaining more perceptions and experiences of familial employment within the domestic 
work sector. The second limitation is that the participants were over protective about 
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their families and familial issues. Hence, they could not openly share their 
experiences. The third shortfall is that although the researcher made appointments 
with the suggested potential participants, most of them cancelled. They stated that 
they were could no longer participate in the study because of familial issues they had. 
This applies to the domestic workers and the employers. Thus, a recommendation 
would be that the study participants be interviewed by an older person. The latter could 
be a research assistant to whom the participants would relate and thus share their 
experiences easily. This would help to explore the family issues that the research 
participants could not share in detail. Another recommendation is that participant 
observation be combined with semi-structured interviews. This would allow the 
researcher to observe the families over a period of time in events such as family 
gatherings to gain an in-depth understanding of the familial relations and issues 
between sister-madams and sister-maids.   
3.11. Conclusion 
Using the qualitative research approach was the best choice for this study, because it 
allowed the researcher to capture the experiences of Black women with the status of 
employers or employees in the familial domestic work sector. However, conducting 
research on older women doing familial domestic work – as a young man – was 
sensitive. This is because of the possible evocation of uneasy family dynamics. 
Including an older woman as a research assistant would have been more suitable – 
especially with interviewing the participants. This is because of the dynamics of 
respect based on age and gender, especially in rural areas. Some participants were 
not free to share their experiences on-record. I ensured that all the experiences are 
captured by means of field notes. At the end, the researcher transcribed the interviews 
and other notes verbatim. He was satisfied with the shared experiences – which 
helped to answer the study’s main research question. Following is the chapter 
presenting the findings of the research.  
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Chapter 4: Navigating Familial and Employer-
Employee Relations: The Experiences of Women 
Working as Familial Domestic Workers in 
Nkowankowa 
4.1. Introduction 
Black women have historically worked as domestic workers, a trend continuing in 
contemporary South Africa (Cock, 1989; Ally, 2009; Zungu, 2009). The multiple 
reasons for this include low education, growing structural unemployment, and unequal 
socio-economic circumstances in rural areas (Zungu, 2009; Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., 
2009; Phillips, 2011; Mkhize & Msomi, 2016). Though Black women in low socio-
economic conditions generally resort to working as domestic workers (Zungu, 2009), 
this study found that working as domestic workers for sisters, cousins, and other family 
members is a growing trend. This chapter argues that family ties complicate 
interactions in these sister-madam – sister-maid relationships, and that the sister-maid 
constantly struggles to negotiate the dynamic of simultaneously being a relative and an 
employee. This is evidenced by the challenges of negotiating appropriate working 
conditions – employment process, working hours, leave, and wages – and still be 
perceived as a good and grateful sister, cousin or relative. Although domestic work 
conditions are stipulated in the Sectoral Determination 7 of the Basic Conditions of 
Employment Act, familial domestic workers negotiate and renegotiate these conditions 
in the context of complex family relations. This complexity broadly exemplifies how 
capitalism impacts on and shifts historically reciprocal caring relationships in Black 
families. 
 
This chapter rests on five interviews conducted with Black women employed as 
domestic workers by relatives. The main argument of the chapter is unpacked in the 
four sections below. The first section unpacks the multiple reasons women choose to 
work as domestic workers for relatives. The second section illustrates the 
consequences of working as a domestic worker for a kin. This section also shows the 
complicated way domestic workers navigate and negotiate the misaligned demands of 
employees and the employers in the context of domestic service to relatives. The third 
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section demonstrates the effect of family ties on the employer-employee working 
relations. The fourth section discusses the different mechanisms enabling sister-maids 
to cope with working for their kin.   
4.2. Reasons for Working as a Domestic Worker 
Black women remain over-represented in the domestic work sector than in any other 
employment sector (Thobejane & Khosa, 2016). Research on domestic work further 
illustrates that Black women generally resort to working as domestic workers because 
of structural unemployment and the lack of education and skills (Zungu, 2009; 
Dinkelman & Ranchhod, 2012; Gama & Willemse, 2015). Thus, it became imperative 
to explore the experiences of women working as domestic workers for their relatives. 
Examining the experiences of women working in family domestic work in Limpopo 
reveals that their choice is linked to historical ideas of caring for extended family or 
receiving care from extended family; the lack of formal education and skills; and 
personal perceptions on being responsible for providing for their own children 
(Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., 2009; Phillips, 2011). Similarly to Crenshaw (1991) 
definition of intersectionality, Black women’s participation in family domestic work is 
influenced by multiple factors mentioned above.   
4.2.1. Receiving, Giving Care and Challenges to Historical Reciprocity 
Reciprocal caring in Black families in South Africa is historical (Bozalek, 1999). Given 
families’ resource limitations during apartheid, extended family members provided care 
to each other through income-earning activities. The latter relate to the migrant labour 
system, caring for migrants’ children, caring for the elderly, and assuming other 
reciprocal responsibilities for family members (Bozalek, 1999; Mokoene & Khunou, 
2019). In this study, the idea of receiving and giving care is evident in the interviewed 
women’s account of how they ended up working for their relatives. The main reason 
they were given domestic work and accepted it is the continuing idea of reciprocal 
care. This becomes clear when Flora – a 59-year old mother of two – talks about her 
experiences of working for her family: 
“Percy: Do you sometimes work in the Spaza? 
Flora: Yes, it is nothing serious, I just sometimes help with cleaning and parking 
things for the Spaza.  
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Percy: Do you get paid extra for that? 
Flora: No {Laughing}, I do not get paid for that because I take it as helping my 
family as she has done so much for me” (Flora, July 2018). 
Flora’s answers show that she and her sister-employer have a good work relationship. 
She mentions – without hesitation – that she does extra work for which she does not 
expect to be paid for it – as her sister has already done much more for her. Thus, what 
Flora does is in the spirit of giving back the care she receives. In the above quote, 
Flora talks about helping – a term that literature on domestic work is critical of because 
it suggests an absence of boundaries in the relationship (Dilata, 2010). For Flora, 
family ties make it difficult to think about legislation that emphasises a fair wage for the 
work done. She sees this legislation as divorced from the caring relationship that is 
central in this type of work environment. It is difficult to demand fair pay in a context 
where the relationship rests on reciprocal care giving and receiving. Flora further 
illustrates this dilemma when describing her duties: 
“When I started working, I was told to clean, do laundry and iron, but as for 
cooking I decided myself because children came back from school hungry and I 
was thinking that my sister also comes back from work tired that she could not 
cook. Then I thought cooking would help her” (Flora, July 2018).   
Flora voluntarily took the responsibility to cook because she understands her sister’s 
challenges and sought to assist. Working for her sister also gives Flora a sense of 
purpose and pleasure: 
“Yes, even next year when I get my pension I will continue working until when I 
feel like I am not fit to. I really love working there and it is like I owe them that 
much” (Flora, July 2018). 
Flora’s story illustrates reciprocity. She seems to be happy and benefitting from the 
relationship. She also feels that she owes her sister’s family for the care they give her. 
Conversely, though Jane is happy to have a job that enables her to take care of her 
children, the way her uncle and his wife emphasise the care they are giving her – 
through the job – does not show reciprocity. Moreover, she is not happy with the 
money she is receiving. She expressed her unhappiness with the salary thus: 
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“Yes, I did tell both my uncle and his wife, but they said it will be solved. They 
did not tell me how it will be “solved” and they also said that I am a family 
member so they are helping me with the little that I get because there are no 
jobs” (Jane, July 2018). 
The scarcity of jobs does not justify paying someone below the minimum wages. This 
is particularly relevant in Jane’s case, as her employers are her relatives. Although 
reciprocal care was significant during apartheid – to keep Black families resourced and 
able to address the socio-economic issues of the time (Bozalek, 1999), it becomes a 
challenge in the post-apartheid context. Now that the family is divided into nuclear and 
extended, care implies payment of wages. In addition to being paid less, Jane is also 
not allowed to eat. She confided that: 
“Jane: Yes, so it is difficult working as a domestic worker especially for family 
members who are educated because they sometimes treat you like you are 
nothing “Nix”. 
Percy: So since cooking is part of your job, do you sometimes eat? 
Jane: No, I am not allowed to eat. She told me that…… “You do not eat when 
you are working and even if you do, I will know”. So I cannot eat even though I 
am hungry. Like sometimes you would just sit and watch her kids eating while 
you not. So what I do is keep myself busy until I knock off. You know when it 
comes to that, my uncle’s wife is heartless” (Jane, July 2018). 
Jane highlights the difficulty associated with working for relatives and her related 
unhappiness. Her story shows the absence of care in her relationship with her uncle 
and his family, because she is not treated as a family member. Prohibiting her to eat – 
even when cooking is part of her job – evidences the exclusion she describes. Jane 
believes that the fact that she is not as educated as they are challenges the reciprocity 
that underpinned Flora’s experience. Concurrently, Archer (2011) explains that food 
provision in the domestic work sector is used to thoroughly understand the relationship 
between domestic workers and their employers. Jane further illustrated the lack of 
reciprocity and care thus: 
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“Ah, who am I to tell the boss that I do not like how the rules are, remember I 
am only there to work. You know everyday I feel like when I enter the gate is 
like I am taking off the jacket of being related to them and I will put in on when I 
knock off” (Jane, July 2018). 
Jane’s narrative challenges the idea of care and reciprocity as central in domestic work 
relationships (Dilata, 2010). Once she arrives at work, she feels like the familial 
relationship has ceased to exist and that she is just an employee. Hence, she resents 
work rules, although she does not question them. This is because she wants to protect 
her job, as it enables her to provide for her family. Similarly, Minkateko indicates that 
working for her aunt is not challenging, although she is treated as someone external to 
the family in that her work is constantly questioning. As she puts it:  
“There are no serious challenges except that sometimes when I am working you 
could see that my uncle’s wife is not happy about the fact that I am working for 
them. It’s like my uncle forced her to the whole thing. So sometimes she just 
comes back from work in a very bad mood and start checking if I cleaned very 
well and more” (Minkateko, July 2018).   
Minkateko does not feel as a part of the family, because her aunt questions her work 
ethics. She constantly has to negotiate her position as a relative with her aunt, 
because her uncle does not have a problem. Both Jane’s and Minkateko’s experiences 
show that working for a relative involves renegotiating being a family member – which 
challenges reciprocity in Black families.   
4.2.2. Low Skills and Lack of Education 
Low skills and a lack of secondary and post-school education remain a big obstacle in 
South Africa, especially for Black women who continue to be over represented in low-
skill jobs (Von Holdt, 2003; Gama & Willemse, 2015). Given most women who 
participated in this study’s low skills – because of a lack of education – they had to 
resort to familial domestic work that becomes their only option to earn a living. These 
women attribute their joblessness to the fact that they did not have secondary 
education. Jane notes: 
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“Well, firstly I did not finish school because I had to stay at home and look after 
my mother who was sick. Then after that, I could not find a normal job like other 
people. So I was lucky that I was even called to work at my uncles’ house at 
least I earn something to take care of my children” (Jane, July 2018).  
Jane was deprived the opportunity to study by the fact of taking care of her sick 
mother. This resulted in her not furthering her education – which prevented her from 
getting jobs other than familial domestic work. Jane shares her frustration with her 
situation by stating that, ‘I could not find a normal job like other people’. A normal job 
could be anything from being a nurse, a doctor, or any other occupation that education 
affords. Domestic work is informal because it does not require education and formal 
skills (Thobejane & Khosa, 2016). Consequently, many women without formal 
education and skills resort to domestic work. This is because the only skill needed is 
what women have been socialised into doing as part of their family responsibilities 
(Bozalek, 1999). Similarly, Sharon’s reason for doing familial domestic work is 
education. She confided: 
“Well, I did not finish school as I wanted which makes it hard for me to get a 
normal job and I have children to support that’s why I ended up working 
“EMakhixini” (Kitchens) in order to earn something and take care of my children” 
(Sharon, July 2018).  
Sharon and Jane highlight how lack of educated results in not being able to obtain ‘a 
normal job’ – which restricts them to doing domestic workers for kin. These women do 
not have a Grade 12 or post-school qualification, which makes it hard for them to get 
formal employment. Thus, Jane and Sharon are restricted to working as domestic 
workers for their family members. Lack of education remains a big challenge for Black 
women in South Africa. This is despite the fact that Black women entering higher 
education institutions is growing; thus, women’s employment remains a challenge 
(Mkhize & Msomi, 2016).  
 
Unemployment remains a big challenge in South Africa – especially in rural areas – 
because the lack of skills is a barrier to accessing existing jobs (Mkhize & Msomi, 
2016). According to StatsSA (2019), the current unemployment rate in South Africa is 
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at 29%. Unlike the other participants, Minkateko who works as a domestic worker for 
her uncle linked it to unemployment in rural areas. She shared that:  
“Well, I could not find a job, I have tried applying but there was no luck and I 
had to do something in order to provide for my family. You know, people think it 
is easy to get a job with a grade 12, but for me it’s not because I have been 
looking for a job since” (Minkateko, September 2018).  
In the above quotation, Minkateko makes an important observation: that Grade 12 
does not guarantee jobs. In a developing country increasingly shifting towards the use 
of technology, it is apparent that more skills are required for the available jobs. 
Minkateko notes that she is still working as a domestic worker, despite her Grade 12 
certificate. She further stresses that resorting to domestic work is not solely because of 
a lack of secondary education, but also linked to the high unemployment in rural areas. 
Mkhize and Msomi (2016) argue that unemployment is more prevalent in rural areas 
and link it to low skills and lack of education. However, in Minkateko’s experience, it is 
important to highlight the possible mismatch between the skills provided by secondary 
education and the labour market’s shifting needs. Thus, primary and secondary 
education curricula need to be aligned to the growing technological needs of the 
current labour market. 
4.2.3. The Responsibility to Provide 
The responsibility to provide for children is one of the important reasons women opt to 
work as domestic workers for relatives. Though the usual assumption is that men are 
the providers, in many low socio-economic contexts, women are the main – and at 
times the sole – providers (Magwaza, 2008; Phillips, 2011). For Marias and Van Wyk 
(2015), many women enter the domestic work sector to provide for their families – 
notably their children. All the women who participated in this study assumed the role of 
familial domestic worker to be able to take care of their families. Another important 
observation was that some of these women were single mothers with more than two 
children to provide for. For Thembi who works as a domestic worker for her brother, 
providing for her children was the main reason for accepting the job. As she puts it: 
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“The main reason is to provide for my family and children. So since I was not 
working and could not find a suitable job because of lack of education then I 
decided to work as a domestic worker” (Thembi, September 2018).   
The provider role that women have to assume forces them to take jobs that they would 
not accept under different circumstances. Jane illustrates this when she notes that 
although she is unhappy being a domestic worker, the importance of providing for her 
children forces her to accept. She emphasises that: 
“I do not have a choice but to just understand that I have to work in order to 
provide for my children” (Jane, July 2018). 
The shared experience for most of the women with provider responsibilities was that 
they did not have a choice but to work as domestic workers. Jane clearly conveys this 
sentiment, in the above extract, when she stresses that she has to provide and thus, 
any job, even as a domestic worker, is better than being unable to provide. The lack of 
choice is also relevant for Minkateko who – even with her Grade 12 and hope for a 
better job – had to accept to do domestic work for kin – as demanded by her provider 
role. Minkateko shared the following: 
“I had to do something in order to provide for my family” (Minkateko, September 
2018).  
Jane, Sharon and Thembi share the sentiment of being forced by their provider role to 
work as domestic workers for their relatives. Clearly, the imperative to be able to 
provide for the needs of one’s children or family contributes to one resorting to familial 
domestic work. 
 
It is clear, from the above discussion, that though the reasons for accepting to be a 
familial domestic worker vary, the provider role is overarching. Only having primary 
education, unemployment, and being the provider for one’s children are factors that, 
interchangeably, force women in rural areas to serve as domestic workers. Doing 
domestic work for relatives is considered as a way to provide for their children by 
women who have failed to secure jobs elsewhere. The familial domestic job prospect 
seems attractive because of the significant expectation of reciprocal caregiving in such 
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relationships. This is expected regardless of the dehumanising experiences of the 
work relationship. 
4.3. My Employer is my Sister-madam3   
Domestic work literature emerged in a context of radicalised and highly unequal 
working relations between historically White madams and Black maids (Cock, 1989). 
This inequality is still reported in contemporary studies on the domestic work sector – 
though the madam is increasingly the middle-class Black woman (Russell, 2002; Du 
Plessis, 2011; Phillips, 2011; Maqubela, 2016). What is noteworthy for this research is 
that most studies on domestic workers in South Africa have used the work relationship 
lens elaborated in Cock’s work to understand the dynamics of relationships in the 
domestic work sector. However, the blind use of Cock’s seminal work has limited many 
researchers to the dynamic relationships in familial domestic work settings. Thus, the 
main aim of this research has been to understand the notion of engagement in a work 
relationship rooted in reciprocal family care relationships. The following are some of 
the pertinent questions. How do you define your sister as your employer? How do you 
objectively deal with the highly subjective employer-employee dynamics in a familial 
domestic work relationship? 
 
In trying to address such questions, it became clear that the relationship between 
domestic workers and their sister-madams is complicated – although it is different and 
similar to that of non-familial contexts in certain ways. Women working as domestic 
workers for kin find it difficult to position their sister-employers predominantly as 
employers. In other words, these women struggle with the complex status of their 
employers as relatives and or bosses. For instance, Flora described how she 
navigates the struggle with whether her sister is an employer or a relative thus:   
 “She is my sister and boss, but I mostly take her as my sister and a person 
close to me, because she does not treat me as an employee but a sister as 
well” (Flora, July 2018). 
                                            
3 The term sister-madam is adopted to show the overlapping relationship between family and workplace 
relations. This is because familial domestic workers simultaneously regard their ‘employers’ as relatives 
and bosses.   
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Flora views her sister as a relative, not an employer. This is because she is mainly 
treated as a relative. Nevertheless, the relationship between sister-maids and their 
sister-employers in family settings involves constant and, at times, uncomfortable 
negotiations of their positions in relation to each other. Flora’s case illustrates how 
familial relations affect the formal employer-employee relationship. Working for a 
relative – as a domestic worker – is challenging, as one is unsure when to be a worker 
and when to be a relative. In navigating this experience, Minkateko maintains that she 
considers her uncle primarily as a relative – not as an employer. Her answer below 
illustrates this:  
“Percy: Do you consider your uncle and his wife as employers or family 
members? 
Minkateko: As a family members, because we are related and I am usually 
addressed as “Mzala” (Cousin). And our relationship is good, because they 
(uncle and his wife) do not shout at me or treat me in a bad way. Even when 
there are issues or something I did not do well they say……”Mzala” (Cousin) 
you did not do this well.” I am really happy working for them” (Minkateko, July 
2018). 
Minkateko’s situation is unique, because she regards her uncle and his wife mainly as 
relatives, not employers. Minkateko’s view of her relationship with her familial 
employers is influenced by the way she is treated. For example, she is addressed as 
“Mzala” (Cousin), even when there are work-related issues. She is also satisfied with 
the way these issues are addressed – no shouting involved and she feels respected. 
Women working as domestic workers for family members negotiate their positions vis-
a-vis their employers based on how they are treated. When the familial/work 
relationship foregrounds care and respect, this negotiation is easier – as in 
Minkateko’s case.  
 
The family-and-work imbalance is conveyed through the complex experiences of 
women working for their kin. Some women are happy to work as domestic workers for 
their families, because they are treated well. Flora, for instance, is happily to work as 
domestic worker for her sister. She describes her sister as a nice person. This is what 
she said about working for her sister: 
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“It is better and I feel okay working for a family member. I mean we know each 
other which makes it easy to talk to one another when we have problems. I 
would not tell a stranger my issues because they will just make jokes about it. 
She is a nice person too much, “that one treats me very well in everything” 
(softly) and she does not talk nor complain a lot. On top of that, she even buy 
me things. So she is a nice person in general” (Flora, July 2018). 
Flora has a close relationship with her sister; hence, she is happy working for her. This 
close relationship facilitates the sharing of problems and involves her being bought 
things that she needs. In addition, Flora prefers to talk to her sister about anything, 
instead of confiding in a stranger. This further strengthens their relationship. Despite 
the convenience of talking to her sister, Flora is also treated well, and her sister does 
not complain a lot. In cases where respect and care are not experienced, then the 
negotiation of this relationship becomes complex. Jane evidences this when she 
admits:   
 “Yes, so it is difficult working as a domestic worker especially for family 
members who are educated because they sometimes treat you like you are 
nothing. There are ups and downs where sometimes we do not agree on 
something especially with his wife but at most times we are okay” (Jane, July 
2018).  
Jane describes working for her uncle and aunt as difficult. Moreover, she stresses that 
working for educated people is a problem, because they consider her as uneducated. 
The complex experiences associated with working as domestic workers for family 
members are influenced by whether one is working for a sister, a brother, or an aunt. 
Although Jane and Minkateko are working for their respective uncles, their aunts are in 
charge of everything related to their work. Minkateko highlights her aunt’s unhappiness 
with her working for them. She relates:  
“I know that there are issues sometimes but we resolve them with my uncle 
because we are family. The person who is not always happy is his wife. Like my 
uncle is just helping me with a job so that I can provide for my family but it 
seems like his wife is not understanding all that. When my uncle is around she 
does not show her behaviour to him but as soon as he goes out then it’s 
another story” (Minkateko, September 2018). 
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Minkateko’s narrative shows that working for an aunt is more difficult than dealing 
directly with a sister or brother. In other words, Minkateko is unhappy to report to her 
aunt. Flora’s experience of working for family members is different from those of Jane 
and Minkateko. Serving as familial domestic worker is complicated – depending on the 
level of respect and care between the different family members.  
 
Familial domestic work is challenging due to the difficulty of navigating from being a 
relative to becoming an employee. Most of the women who participated in this study 
consider their ‘employers’ more as relatives than employers. This is because they are 
treated with care and respect – as family members. However, where respect and care 
are minimal, the relationship seems more difficult and complicated. The challenges 
experienced reflect the historical unequal relations between maids and madams – as 
indicated by Cock (1989). Despite the kinship, women doing domestic work for family 
are always experiencing the challenge of transitioning from being relatives to 
becoming employees. Furthermore, not all sister-maids are happy to work for their 
families, especially because of how their aunts treat them. However, women such as 
Flora who work directly for their sisters are happy because they feel well treated.   
4.4. Working Conditions in Familial Domestic Work 
4.4.1. Recruitment and Employment Process 
Legislatively, the recruitment of domestic workers need to be formalised. This helps to 
address the inequality and demeaning working conditions that most domestic workers 
operate in (Department of Labour, 2017). However, the challenge is that the domestic 
workers interviewed in the context of this study did not know about the relevant labour 
laws and had not signed employment contracts. With the exception of one participant 
(Flora) who was registered for the unemployment insurance fund (UIF), the rest heard 
about domestic workers’ rights during this study. It should be noted that most of these 
women started working as domestic workers when they were called to assist their 
relatives. Flora narrates the following about her recruitment process:  
“My sister and her husband came to me, they basically asked me to come and 
work for them. I think it had to do with the fact that my sister and I were talking a 
lot and I had just told her that, my family is going through a rough patch. I knew 
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it that I was going to get paid, because my sister had promised me that she 
would speak to her husband” (Flora, July 2018). 
Flora was recruited into family domestic work through a family meeting convened by 
her sister and her sister’s husband – to discuss ‘the rough patch’ she was going 
through. As part of helping her to address ‘the rough patch’ in her family. 
Subsequently, she was made the offer to serve as a domestic worker and be paid for 
her services. Although, Flora did not disclose what constituted ‘the rough patch’ she 
was going through, it was clear that her challenge was financial. Generally, the 
employment of relatives as domestic workers is undocumented, a verbal promise to 
pay them is made instead. Similarly, Jane’s employment was undocumented. What is 
significant in her narrative is her emphasis that she was asked to come work, instead 
of coming to help with domestic duties. As she puts it:  
“So my uncle’s wife called me to work, but she was sent by my uncle. We sort 
of had a meeting where I was asked to come and work for them. They said I 
should come to work not helping them, they even promised me money every 
month. That is how I got to see that it was a real work” (Jane, July 2018).  
Jane’s narrative resonates with Flora’s experience of being called to work as part of 
helping her overcome her financial challenge. They were called to come and work and 
were promised payment for their services. Although Jane’s employment process as 
well as the agreements on working conditions and pay are undocumented, she feels 
that her employment is formal – because she was promised a salary on a monthly 
basis. This suggests that women in familial domestic work consider their employment 
as formal whenever a monthly wage is promised. Yet, their employment occurs 
informally, through family meetings, and is undocumented: no employment contracts 
exist. Conversely, Minkateko was called to help her uncle’s family with domestic 
duties. As she explains: 
“I was called to come and help with domestic duties. My uncle come to our 
house and spoke to my mother that I should go and help them. So it was a 
family meeting where I agreed in the presence of everyone” (Minkateko, 
September 2018). 
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Contrary to Flora and Jane, Minkateko is called to assist with domestic duties. 
Nonetheless, she was promised a payment in return for her assistance in the house. 
Initially, the employment of women in familial domestic work is undocumented and 
informal – but with wages guarantees. The difference is that some are instantly called 
to work, while others are requested to come and help; but all are promised wages for 
their work. The relationships between sister-maids and their sister-madams 
complicates the employment process in familial domestic work. Furthermore, hiring 
relatives as domestic workers is complicated by the contract-signing factor.   
 
Informal recruitments involving the hiring of relatives as domestic workers result in 
non-contractual employment. The way sister-maids are hired undermines the 
importance of signing contracts, because the employed women do not ask for and are 
not offered contracts. Minkateko believes that since she was called to help – not to 
work – there was no need for a contract:  
“Percy: Did you sign a contract before you start working?  
Minkateko: No because they said I was going to help them with domestic duties 
and they will give me something which is R1800-00” (Minkateko, September 
2018). 
Minkateko does not realise the importance of a contract, because she was called to 
help rather than to undertake formal work. Thus, though she receives money for her 
services, she regards signing a contract as irrelevant. Signing a contract in familial 
domestic work is viewed as unimportant, because of working for relatives. It is not 
considered as formal work, and the trust issues that a contract addresses are tackled 
in familial relationships. Sharon concurs with the irrelevancy of a contract when 
working for a family member:  
“No, I did not sign any contract. I was happy that I got a job and will be working 
for my family in that way I would not have any problems” (Sharon, July 2018).   
Sharon did not sign an employment contract due to working for a relative and assumed 
that there would be no problems. Contrary to Minkateko, Sharon was formally called to 
serve as a domestic worker; still, she did not sign a contract. This shows that familial 
domestic workers do not sign contracts – whether they are called to work or help. 
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Sister-maids further reveal that their sister-madams do not inform them about 
contracts. In this regards, Minkateko shared:  
“They (brother and wife) said nothing about contracts because we are family 
anyway. I just got there the following day after the family meeting and started 
working” (Minkateko, September 2018).  
Minkateko emphasises that she was not informed either by her brother or by her sister-
in-law about the signing of a contract. It is assumed that employers are educated and 
should know about labour laws; hence, domestic workers do not question them. 
Minkateko, Sharon, and other sister-maids demonstrate that familial relationships 
affect work relations, because their employment was not characterised by contract 
signing. This is strongly influenced by kin domestic workers’ not knowing any labour 
laws applicable to domestic workers and their familial links to their sister-employers. 
The sister-maid/sister-madam relationship leads to a view of labour laws pertaining to 
domestic workers as unnecessary. Most sister-maids do not know applicable labour 
laws and, working for their relatives seems to render such knowledge unimportant. 
Sharon confesses:  
“I know nothing about that. I feel like it is not important for me because I know 
that my family will not treat me in a bad way” (Sharon, September 2018).    
For Sharon, labour laws are not important when working for a family member. It is 
assumed that laws are applicable whenever there are problems in a formal work 
environment. Thus, familial domestic workers do not realise the need for laws. 
Moreover, sister-maids are not informed about labour laws; nor are they registered for 
UIF. This questions the role of the state regarding the regulation of the domestic work 
sector as stated in Ally’s (2009) work.   
4.4.2. Working Hours 
One of the biggest issues highlighted in domestic work research is long working hours 
(Department of Labour, 2002; King, 2007; Dilata, 2010; Tolla, 2013). Thus, it was 
important to examine how the experiences of domestic workers in familial contexts 
compare with the reported trend. All the domestic workers interviewed for this study 
worked for teachers; their working hours were aligned to those of their employers. 
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Domestic workers in familial employment work for eight to nine hours per day. 
Because these sister-maids work for school teachers who leave for work in the 
morning and come back between 15:00 and 16:00 pm daily, they leave as soon as 
their sister-madams are back. Flora notes the following about her on-duty and off-duty 
times:  
“I need to be at work by 07:00am and knock off at 15:00 pm, because this is the 
time my sister usually comes back from work. I leave as soon as she arrives” 
(Flora, July 2018). 
Flora reports for work at seven in the morning, because that is when her sister leaves 
for work. In other words, she assumes the domestic duties as soon as her sister 
leaves for work. The end of her workday also depends on the arrival of her sister-
madam. The work hours of familial domestic workers are contextual and linked to 
those of their sister-madams. Thus, Sharon’s working hours are different from Flora’s. 
Sharon indicates: 
“I start working at 08:00am and knock off at 15:00pm, because that is when the 
children come back from school. So I normally leave them in the house” 
(Sharon, September 2018).  
Sharon’s knock-off time does not depend on the return of her sister-employer, as in 
Flora’s case. The above extract shows that the end of Sharon’s workday depends on 
children’s return from school. Both Flora’s and Sharon’s working hours are aligned to 
the stipulated hours in the SD7. However, the other sister-maids are unhappy about 
their working hours. For example, Jane indicates that she sometimes stay beyond 
eight hours: 
“I start work at 7am and knock off at 15:30pm, but sometimes she (aunt) come 
back from work late and that is a problem because I do not have a transport. I 
walk home alone and late because people I walk home with would have left 
already” (Jane, July 2018).  
Jane’s narrative illustrates her unhappy with her working hours, because her sister-
employer sometimes returns late – which pushes her actual knock-off time beyond the 
agreed limit. In the quote above, Jane also highlights that whenever her sister-
employer returns late, she travels alone because her travel-mates have already left. 
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Working hours, in the context of family domestic work, is a distinguishing factor. Some 
domestic workers (Jane) leave late, while others (Flora and Sharon) leave early 
because their madams have returned.  
4.4.3. Daily Work Duties  
Research on domestic work identifies a constantly shifting job description as one of the 
main challenges in that sector. This is because the job description is seldom 
documented – especially given that employment contracts are not signed (Clarke 
2002; Tolla, 2013). Thus, the domestic worker’s duties are usually decided by the 
employer/madam (Bonnin & Dawood, 2013), as in other employment relationships. 
Even though sister-maids are not given a formal job description, sister-madams give 
them instructions. Sister-madams have power to decide on sister-maids’ duties, as 
their responsibilities in the house are shifted to the latter. Minkateko describes how her 
aunt communicated her duties thus:  
“My uncles’ wife told me what my duties are when I first started the job, so 
cleaning, cooking and doing laundry are the main duties I do. But I choose 
when to clean, do laundry and other things” (Minkateko, July 2018).    
Minkateko was informed about her duties on her first workday. Her aunt told her what 
she was hired for in the home. Her main duties consist of cleaning, cooking, doing 
laundry. This means that she had other secondary household duties. Advantageously, 
Minkateko decides when to fulfil her responsibilities, provided that all duties are done 
weekly. Generally, employers determine the duties of their domestic workers and when 
to fulfil them (Tolla, 2013; Bonnin & Dawood, 2013). Sharon and Thembi, for instance, 
indicate that they allocated different duties to different days. Sharon notes that:   
“…Monday, I clean the house then on Tuesday, I wash and iron. Then I will 
come back again on Friday just to clean and finish up ironing if I do not finish on 
Tuesday” (Sharon, September 2018). 
And Thembi explains that: 
“I normally clean on a Monday, laundry on Wednesday and other work on the 
remaining days” (Thembi, September 2018). 
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From the narratives of Sharon and Thembi, it is clear that sister-maids choose when to 
do their duties – ensuring that everything is done at the end of the week. What 
transpires is that women serving as domestic workers for their relatives are informed 
about their main duties and have the power to decide when to fulfil them. Moreover, 
working as domestic workers for family members is reciprocal as the domestic workers 
provide and receive care. Flora indicates that she sometimes performs extra duties in 
the home. This is evident in the interaction below:  
“Flora: No, I sometimes get her son who stays at home to look after the Spaza 
shop. 
Percy: Do you sometimes work in the Spaza? 
Flora: Yes, it is nothing serious, I just sometimes help with cleaning and parking 
things for the Spaza. 
Percy: Do you get paid extra for that?  
Flora: No {Laughing}, I do not get paid for that because I take it as helping my 
family. That women has done a lot for me, so it is the least I can do for her 
family” (Flora, July 2018).  
Flora sometimes helps with other household duties that are not part of her job. This 
illustrates reciprocity in family domestic work in that she feels compelled to give back 
to her sister-employer who has provided her with a job. Sometimes, women working as 
domestic workers for relatives feel the urge to exceed their prescribed duties – to show 
appreciation to their family members. This makes it difficult to establish whether the 
relatives working as domestics are overworked.   
Domestic workers in familial employment have an informal job description where 
sister-madams verbally stipulate their main duties. Furthermore, sister-maids are given 
the power to decide when to fulfil these duties. However, working for relatives tends to 
compel sister-maids exceed their prescribed duties – as a sign of appreciation their 
relatives’ job offer. 
4.4.4. Leave on School Holidays     
According to the Sectoral Determination 7 of the Basic Conditions of Employment Act, 
domestic workers are entitled to a leave of 21 consecutive days per year on full pay for 
63 | P a g e  
 
full-time (Department of Labour, 2017). However, research on domestic work reports 
that domestic workers are not generally granted leave or time-off (Dilata, 2010; Tolla, 
2013). Nonetheless, in the context of family domestic work where the madams are 
teachers, the situation is different: domestic workers have more leave days than other 
employees do in other sectors. Sister-maids’ are on leave whenever there are school 
holidays, as their sister-madams are available to assume their own domestic duties. 
Thembi, who works as a domestic worker for her brother and his wife, normally goes 
on leave during school holidays. She confirms: 
 “Yes I get a leave when school closes, because my brother’s wife is available 
to do house duties when I am not around” (Thembi, September 2018).  
Thembi indicates that she takes leave because her sister-in-law becomes available to 
assume her own domestic duties. Because participating sister-maids work for school 
teachers, their leave is usually on school holidays and weekends. Clearly, sister-maids 
have more time to rest when sister-madams are at the home. All sister-maids – except 
Sharon – are given paid leave. Indeed, Jane receives fully pay even when she is off-
duty. She confirms:   
“Yes, normally when school closes I would also be on leave until they reopen. It 
is paid leave, because it most cases school close for 3 weeks then I would get 
back to work then get paid by the end of the month even if I work for a week” 
(Jane, July 2018). 
Contrary to literature on domestic workers that indicates that they do not have paid 
leave (Tolla, 2013), Jane’s narrative highlights that she is paid even when she is on 
leave. She stresses that she receives full payment although she did not work for a full 
month. Similar to Thembi, the other sister-maids are granted paid leave on school 
holidays. This shows that full time domestic workers are given paid leave that enables 
them to rest and be with their families. However, the leave also depends on how many 
days sister-maids work in a week. As full-time sister-maids work for five days a week, 
they are entitled to paid leave. However, Sharon is a part-time domestic working three 
days a week; hence, she does not have a leave option. This is evident in the 
interaction below:  
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“Interviewer; Do you get a leave or day off?  
Interviewee: No, because I am working for 3 days in a week” (Sharon, 
September 2018). 
Sharon, unlike the other sister-maids, is not given time-off – even when her sister-
madam is available. This is because she is a part-timer working three days a week, 
while the others work five days. Leave in familial domestic work is contextual in that it 
does not only depend on the availability of sister-madams, but also on the number of 
working days. These are determined by being a full-time or a part-time worker. In 
addition, women in family domestic work receive more leave days than employees in 
other sectors do. Clearly, reciprocity translates in sister-employers showing care for 
their sister-maids by according them some time-off to be with their families and 
children.    
4.4.5. Wages and Other Ways of Making Ends Meet 
Remuneration is usually one of the main contentions in most job relationships 
(Seepamore, 2016). In the South African labour relations context, pay-related disputes 
lead to most of the labour strikes registered annually (Williams, 2017). These strikes 
are usually undertaken by workers affiliated to trade unions. Despite the formation of 
the South African Domestic Service and Allied Workers Union (SADSAWU), domestic 
workers remain unorganised and seldom unanimously voice their concerns on pay 
issues and collective strategies to address these issues (International Labour 
Organisation, 2011; Thobejane & Khosa, 2016). Consequently, people in the domestic 
work sector are among the least paid in South Africa. Unsurprisingly, domestic workers 
in familial employment are dissatisfied with their wages. This is usually caused by 
monthly shortfalls experienced when sister-workers struggle to satisfy all their basic 
needs. Participating women, working as domestic workers for their kin, are single and 
have children. Thus, their wages are used for survival. Sharon’s dissatisfaction with 
her wage is voiced thus:  
“No, I am not satisfied because it does not cover everything at home, especially 
with children as I need to buy uniforms and make sure that everything is there” 
(Sharon, July 2018).   
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Sharon is a single mother of three children for whom she has to provide. She is not 
satisfied with her salary because it does not cover all the basic needs for her children 
and the survival of her whole family. Sister-maids participate in familial domestic work 
hoping that they would be able to provide for their children. However, the wages they 
receive do not cover all their responsibilities – especially those regarding their children. 
Jane concurs with Sharon on the limits of their wages. She conveys her dissatisfaction 
thus:  
 “… {Quiet for a moment}, No, I am not because I have a lot of things to do and 
cover at home which the money I am paid does not cover. I have children to 
take care in terms of buying uniforms, clothes and food. The money I get is not 
enough but I am surviving” (Jane, July 2018). 
Both Sharon and Jane are dissatisfied with their wages. Given their responsibility to 
buy school uniforms and other things for their children, their wages cannot cover 
everything. These women survived on social grants – before they started working as 
domestic workers for their relatives. They hoped that finding a job would enable them 
to satisfy all their basic needs. On the contrary, surviving continues to be challenging 
as both familial wages and social grants are still insufficient. The wages of Jane, 
Sharon, Minkateko, and Thembi range from R800.00 to R1800.00 per month. The 
interaction below reveals Thembi’s wage:  
“Interviewer: What is your current salary?  
Interviewee: R1300 per month” (Thembi, September 2018). 
These familial domestic workers’ wages are below the monthly minimum wage 
prescribed for domestic workers in rural areas. The determination for domestic workers 
stipulates that the 2018 minimum wage in rural areas should be R1787.80 per month 
(Department of Labour, 2017). Hence, Flora is the only sister-maid satisfied with her 
wage of R3000.00 per month. She is content because she sometimes receives food 
and clothes from her sister-madam, unlike the other familial domestic workers. She 
admits:  
“Yes (confidently) I am satisfied with my salary, taking into consideration that 
she sometimes buy me things; If I want clothes, she buys me….she literally 
buys me everything. My husband also help as well with his pension money” 
(Flora, July 2018). 
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Flora’s satisfaction with her wage is strongly linked to the fact that she receives clothes 
and food donations from her sister. Moreover, unlike the other sister-maids, she also 
receives help from her husband. Evidently, Flora’s wage is above the minimum wage 
stipulated for domestic workers in rural areas. Despite Flora’s satisfaction, the 
struggles of the other sister-maids show that domestic workers working for relatives 
are not paid in harmony with the stipulated minimum wage for domestic workers in 
rural areas. Unsatisfactory wages constitute one of the main challenges that sister-
maids – especially the single ones – experience.  
Given the unsatisfactory wages, many of the sister-maids indicate that they are only 
able to survive because they also access their children’s grants. The child grant has 
been recognised as an important alternative income source for families with low or no 
income (Patel et al., 2012; Mokoene & Khunou, 2019). This was the experience of the 
women involved in this study. For example, Minkateko highlighted the helpfulness of 
the social grant in her family’s survival. As she puts it:  
“I get social grant for my children, so we used that to buy food and other basic 
things. But you know it is not enough and for me to get this job really helped 
because at least I can now buy more things with this money and social grant” 
(Minkateko, September 2018). 
Minkateko illustrates the importance of the social grant and being a domestic worker 
for her kin in her survival. Her children’s social grants and her wage help Minkateko 
with the satisfaction of the basic needs of her children. Similarly, Sharon uses the child 
grant and money from her services as domestic worker to survive. In her own words:  
“I get grant for my children, so I use it to buy a few things but now it is better 
because I use both social grant and my salary to buy more things for us to 
survive” (Sharon, September 2018).  
Both Minkateko and Sharon use the child grant and their familial domestic work wages 
for general survival – and to provide for their children. All participating women – except 
Flora – are single mothers faced with the responsibility of providing for their children. 
These women do not receive help like Flora whose husband contributes to the survival 
of the family. Thus, the child social grant continues to be a survival strategy in rural 
communities, even when women work for their kin. Zembe-Mkabile (2017) echoes that 
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the child social grant assists women to mitigate their financial crisis and ensure their 
survival.   
4.5. Coping Mechanism of Being a Sister-maid 
The domestic work sector is associated with challenges. This is because domestic 
work is precarious and domestic workers adopt silence as a survival mechanism 
(Dilata, 2010; Thobejane & Khosa, 2016). In the context of this study, being a familial 
domestic worker is characterised by challenges linked to the relatedness between 
domestic workers and their employers. Women working for their kin commonly resort 
to silence – to avoid family feuds and negative implications for family relations. This 
silence, however, constitutes a form of language used to respond to the experienced 
difficulties (Motsemme, 2004; Scott, 1985). In this regard, Minkateko describes her 
way of dealing with the challenges related to working for her aunt:   
“Ay, what can you say to the person who is paying you money and making sure 
that you provide for your family because I might lose the job. So I say nothing 
but keep it to myself as long as I get paid. Sometimes I want to but I am scared 
that it might affect his marriage this is why I keep it to myself” (Minkateko, July 
2018). 
Minkateko responds to the challenges associated with working as a familial domestic 
by keeping everything to herself. She does this to protect her job, as she thinks that 
questioning her employer might lead to losing the job that helps her to provide for her 
children. For Minkateko, talking to her uncle might also negatively affect his marriage – 
as his wife is in charge of everything. These women’s silence does not mean that they 
cannot speak; it is rather a strategy used to respond to the difficulties of working for a 
kin. Similarly, Motsemme (2004: 910) argues that silence is an agency and language 
adopted by women in responding to challenges; it does not mean that these women 
are not responsive towards their situations. Likewise, Sharon does not speak about 
her challenges, nor does she negotiate for a better treatment by her sister-madam. 
She relates:  
“Not too much, is just that sometimes you know how a human being can be, 
they just wake up on a wrong side then do not even talk to me like other days. I 
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just keep quiet and continue with my work for a day, because if I can say 
something I might lose my job” (Sharon, September 2018). 
The narratives of Sharon and Minkateko illustrate that working for families is 
challenging, and indicate that silence is a strategy aimed at protecting their jobs and 
relations. These women are protecting their dignity and that of their sister-employers. 
Moreover, questioning the latter would be regarded as being ungrateful. Generally, 
many workers in precarious work fear for their jobs; thus, they find multiple ways of 
coping (Bobek et al., 2018). Likewise, in the context of familial domestic work, women 
decide to remain quiet for fear of losing their jobs that enable them to provide for 
families. Yet, Jane usually resolves issues with her sister-madam through meetings. 
She notes that:  
“We normally sit down and she tells me that “Mzala (Cousin), you did not do this 
correctly” without fighting. And if there’s something I do not like, I would sit down 
and tell them as well. Sometimes I keep everything to myself because even if I 
talk about it, it will not help me. I need this job so it means I have to just be 
strong” (Jane, July 2018). 
Jane addresses challenges regarding familial domestic work through talking to her 
sister-madam. Even though issues are generally resolved in meetings, Jane indicates 
that she sometimes she prefers not to raise her concerns. Thus, sister-maids adopt 
multiple mechanisms in dealing with the challenges associated with working as 
domestic workers for relatives. Silence is a mechanism and a form of agency that 
enables these domestic workers in family domestic work to protect their jobs that help 
them to support their families. Silence also enables sister-maids to preserve peace 
with their relatives. However, being silent does not mean sister-maids cannot respond 
to the experienced difficulties; rather, it signals their focus on the broad aim of working 
for their kin: earning an income to survive and the importance of family relations.  
4.6. Conclusion 
This chapter provided a detailed discussion of the experiences of women working as 
domestic workers for their relatives. Familial domestic work is understood to be 
reciprocal, as sister-maids were given jobs to empower them financially while they help 
with domestic duties. In this context, sister-maids demonstrate care and appreciation 
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sometimes by doing extra duties. However, whenever care and respect are not 
experienced, domestic workers become unhappy with working for their kin. Being a 
familial domestic worker is therefore complicated, because of the struggle consisting in 
constantly having to negotiate the dynamics of simultaneously being a relative and an 
employee. Initially, domestic workers fail to position themselves and their employers, 
because of the centrality of the familial relationship. This complicates the working 
relations and conditions such as the employment process, wage, working hours, leave, 
and duties – as these are negotiated in a familial context. This becomes particularly 
problematic when sister-maids are not well paid and their daily treatment is 
dehumanising and exploitative. Given all the challenges of working for a kin, sister-
maids adopt silence as a form of language to respond to their sister-madams and thus 
protect their jobs and preserve familial peace. In other words, sister-maids employ 
silence as an agency and respond to challenges in family domestic work.  
Broadly, familial domestic work challenges the historical reciprocity in Black families, 
especially as it is assigned a monetary value. Family members are paid to help with 
domestic duties for the survival of the whole family. This study deconstructs the 
traditional reciprocal relations in Black families by illustrating the impact of capitalism 
on familial relations. The experiences of domestic workers working for their kin 
challenges and advances existing literature on the historical relationship between 
domestic workers and their madams. This is because in the family context, it is more 
challenging to negotiate the dynamics of the kinship and working relation and 
conditions.   
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Chapter 5: Being a Sister-Employer: The Experiences 
of Black Women Hiring Kin as Domestic Workers in 
Nkowankowa  
5.1. Introduction  
Hiring domestic workers has historically been a luxury for White madams only. Hence, 
they used their time for themselves, knowing that domestic workers will take care of 
household duties and children (Cock, 1989: 130; Grant, 1997; Ginsburg, 2000). 
Primarily, Black domestic workers were substitutes for White madams. Although, 
employers continue to hire domestic workers as their substitutes (Maqubela, 2016), 
this study found that sister-employers hire their relatives as domestic workers to help 
the latter to provide for their families while the sister-employers receive help with 
domestic duties. This chapter’s main argument is that the hiring of kin as domestic 
workers is based on reciprocal care. Indeed, kin help with domestic responsibilities 
and receive a remuneration that helps them to support their families. Employing 
relatives’ foregrounds caring, respecting, and trusting sister-maids with household 
responsibilities. Although hiring relatives as domestic workers is a reciprocal care, it is 
associated with the difficulty of negotiating from being a sister to becoming an 
employer. This complicates the employment process, contracts and wages – as these 
are negotiated in a family context. Broadly, this study is humanising employers and 
domestic workers as historically, the work space was created to be exploitative (Von 
Holdt, 2003; Barchiesi, 2011). On the contrary, familial domestic work shows that a 
labour environment – particularly domestic work can adopt humane principles.   
The experiences of hiring relatives as domestic workers are discussed in four sections. 
This chapter focuses on the five interviews conducted with Black women hiring their 
kin as domestic workers. The first section is titled Helping and receiving help with 
domestic duties. This section discusses the reasons sister-employers hire their kin as 
domestic workers and illustrates that familial domestic work is reciprocal caring 
between sister-employers and sister-employees. Trusted with household responsibility 
is the sub-section that further illustrates that familial domestic work is reciprocal: 
relatives are trusted with the responsibility of taking care of the house and the children 
and receive compensation. The second section, entitled Between Cup and Lip: Sister-
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employer, shows that hiring relatives is complicated. Despite the close relationship and 
the sharing of problems, sister-employers are constantly negotiating the shift from 
being sisters to becoming employers as well as avoiding shouting at or reprimanding 
their sister-maids – because of the respect for kin. The third section is titled The 
working conditions in familial domestic work. It reveals the consequences of 
simultaneously being an employer and sister, because working conditions are 
negotiated based on family relations. Negotiation of working conditions in a family 
context is a sub-section that shows how employment, contracts and wages are 
negotiated based on familial relations and reciprocity. The fourth section is entitled 
Dealing with challenges of hiring family members. It reveals how sister-employers deal 
with having their sisters as employees. Initially, the hiring of kin as domestic workers 
illustrates the impact of capitalism on familial relations, because familial domestic work 
is undertaken in a context of reciprocal caring among family members.  
5.2. Helping and Receiving Help with Domestic Duties 
Domestic workers are generally hired to help with domestic responsibilities. This is 
because their employers are working and do not have time for household duties; 
hence, domestic workers are needed to help (Maqubela, 2016). The need for help with 
domestic duties is evident when sister-employers share their reasons for hiring their 
kin as domestic workers. The need of help with domestic responsibilities is central to 
employing relatives in familial domestic work. For example, Cynthia who works as a 
teacher shared her reason for hiring her sister to help with domestic duties. She 
explains:  
“I am working and do not have enough time to do domestic duties hence I hired 
a domestic worker to help with cleaning, cooking and laundry. At least, I expect 
the house to be clean and my children to be well taken care of when I am at 
work” (Cynthia, September 2018). 
When Cynthia evokes her reason for hiring her sister, it is clear that she needs help 
with domestic duties. She specifically highlights duties that she cannot do because she 
lacks the necessary time; hence, her sister takes over. In Black families, the sharing of 
responsibilities is a norm for the survival of the whole family (Bozalek, 1999; Mosoetsa, 
2011). Similarly, Sarah who works as a teacher shared that she needed help with 
house responsibilities; hence, she hired her sister:  
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I need help with cleaning, laundry and cooking because I am working and do 
not have enough time to do that on my own. Hence, I hired a domestic worker 
(sister) to help with doing that and taking care of my children when I am not 
around” (Sarah, September 2018).  
The narratives of Cynthia and Sarah illustrate that hiring kin as domestic workers was 
so that they will help with domestic duties in their sister-employers’ absence. Because 
sister-employers work in time-demanding professions, they cannot do their housework; 
hence, their sisters help with that. The idea that sister-employers needed help with 
domestic duties – as they have full time jobs – is in line with historical feminist work 
that suggests the double burden that women carry (Cock, 1987; Maqubela, 2016). This 
is because of the multiple responsibilities resulting from having a profession and being 
in charge of domestic work (Mkhize & Msomi, 2016). Feminist research also suggests 
that when women secure formal professional employment, their housework load does 
not necessarily lessen, as a result, hiring of domestic workers becomes the only option 
for these professional women (Maqubela, 2016: 7218). 
Likewise, Maria does not have time for domestic duties, because she works as a 
teacher. However, she hired her sister as domestic worker because she cared for her 
and wanted to help her by offering her a job. Thus, as Maria helps her sister with a job, 
she receives assistance with domestic duties. Maria narrates that:  
“She was unemployed, and I was helping her with a job, because she was 
looking for a job in other houses while I did not have a helper as well. I decided 
to hire her because I have children who are still going to school, so having a 
domestic worker helps knowing that they are safe and other duties in the home 
are taken care of” (Maria, September 2018).  
Maria links the hiring of her sister as a familial domestic worker to familial reciprocal 
care: her sister needed employment while Maria required a person to help with 
domestic duties. Unemployment remains an issue that leads to Black families sharing 
resources for survival (Mosoetsa, 2011; Mkhize & Msomi, 2016). Unlike Cynthia and 
Sarah, Maria illustrates that her hiring of a kin as a domestic worker enables them to 
help each other. Hiring relatives as domestic workers is beyond shifting domestic 
responsibilities to others (Fish, 2006); it exemplifies reciprocity among family 
members. The principle used during apartheid – whereby Black families had to deal 
73 | P a g e  
 
with the void caused by economic migration (Bozalek, 1999) – is applicable in this 
context, excluding Maria’s case. Moreover, the relatives involved do not live in the 
same extended family dwelling. 
To illustrate the caring involved in the familial domestic work relationship, Maria further 
notes that:  
“She is my sister, I called her and asked her to come and work for me because 
she was staying at home, basically unemployed. So I gave her a job to provide 
for her family” (Maria, September 2018).   
For Maria, hiring her sister was to help her support her family, as she was 
unemployed. The narratives of Cynthia, Sarah and Maria illustrate that – in familial 
domestic work – hiring kin is different from the historical shifting of household duties to 
marginalised women (Fish, 2006). On the contrary, sister-employers are helping their 
sister-maids with jobs while they receive assistance with domestic duties. 
Unemployment remains a big issue in South Africa. Thus, many women resort to 
domestic work (Mkandawire-Valhmu et al., 2009; Mkhize & Msomi, 2016). This also 
emerged in Chapter 4 where sister-employees indicated that one of the reasons they 
resorted to working as familial domestic workers is their inability to find work 
elsewhere. Being a sister-maid generates an income that helps them to provide for 
their families.  
5.2.1 Trusted with Household Responsibility    
Domestic work is important because it includes taking care of children and everything 
in the house. Dilata (2010) argues that Black employers prefer hiring people they know 
– for easy tracing in case something happens. Thus, trust is central to the historical 
reciprocal care in Black families. Indeed, family members helped and trusted one 
another with childrearing and other household duties (Bozalek, 1999). Beyond helping 
and receiving assistance with household duties, hiring relatives foregrounds trust and 
knowing that children will be safe with sister-employees. Maria employed her sister as 
her domestic worker because she trusts her. She remarks that:  
“Our relationship is good, and I do not even worry when I leave for work 
because I know that my children and house is safe. And she is working freely 
because she is a family member” (Maria, September 2018). 
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Maria is happy to have her sister as her domestic worker, because she is at ease 
knowing that her children and house are safe in her absence. In family domestic work, 
trust is key. Sister-employers hire their kin to do household work that includes taking 
care of children. This is illustrated by the words used by Maria to explain the sense of 
peace and security created by trust. She indicates, “… she is working freely because 
her sister-employee is a family member”. This could further imply that Maria leaves her 
house and goes to work freely, because she knows that her valuables are in the hands 
of a trustworthy person – her sister.  
Likewise, Sarah employed her sister as a domestic worker based on trust and the 
imperative to ensure the safety of her family. She recounts:   
“I asked my sister to come and work for me because I trust her and I had a 
domestic worker who stole from me, after that I promised myself not to hire 
people I do not know” (Sarah, September 2018).   
Sarah and Maria highlight that hiring a kin is based on trust and the assurance that 
their children will be safe with their sister-employees. This is evident when Sarah 
narrates that she had a domestic worker who stole from her; hence, she decided to 
hire her own sister whom she trusts. Cases of broken trust in the workplace are a 
usual occurrence; and the domestic work sector is no exception. Cock (1989) 
observes that domestic workers – under White employers – were accused of being 
untrustworthy and were suspected of stealing. However, Dilata (2010) suggests that 
domestic workers’ act of stealing from their employers is a response to mistreatment.  
Nevertheless, Cynthia hired her sister as a domestic worker based on trust. She adds 
that she gave her sister the job because the latter knows what needs done in her 
absence. She narrates that:  
“I had a domestic worker who gave me problems like sometimes coming late 
and not doing the job right, then I decided to hire my sister because I trust her 
and she knows her job” (Cynthia, September 2018). 
Unlike Maria and Sarah, Cynthia explains that she hired her sister as a domestic 
worker because the latter knows her job. Trust and knowledge of the job derive from 
reciprocal caring and sharing of responsibilities in Black families. Indeed, family 
members who availed themselves to help were trusted and knew what had to be done 
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for the survival of the whole family (Bozalek, 1999; Carroll, 2004; Dilata, 2010). 
However, in familial domestic work, trust and knowing the work are complicated by the 
involvement of money and the fact that one is working in familial relation context. This 
leads to the struggle consisting in negotiating the shift from sister to employer. This 
complication is because working involves different values and is governed by different 
principles, compared to those that underpin family relations. 
5.3 Between Cup and Lip4: ‘Sister-Employer’ 
Black families are characterised by close relations between family members and the 
sharing of resources for the survival of the whole family (Bozalek, 1999; Mosoetsa, 
2011). Despite these close relations, conflicts arise that sometimes complicate family 
relationships. Nonetheless, research has examined the relationship between domestic 
workers and their employers using the lens of apartheid. The findings reveal that their 
relationship is a microcosm of racial segregation (Cock, 1989; Donald & Mahlatji, 
2006; Maboyana & Sekaja, 2015). In the context of familial domestic work, sister-
employers are happy to have their kin as domestic workers. This transpires through 
the close relationship they have with their sister-employees. For example, Rose who 
hired her sister as domestic worker describes their close relationship, despite the 
implications of their employer/employee relationship. As Rose puts it: 
“She is my sister, a friend and we share everything together. Even when we 
have problems, we share with one another to a point that I sometimes help her 
and the other way around” (Rose, July 2018).   
Rose’s reference to her sister-employee shows that they have a good familial 
relationship. She associates their relationship with the sharing of problems and helping 
each other. The close relationship and the related mutual assistance are further 
illustrated by Rose’s belief that she is generous regarding the wage she pays her sister 
and the other help she offers her sister. The following exchange demonstrates Rose’s 
generosity:  
“Percy: Do you think the money you paying her is enough? 
                                            
4 Between Cup and Lip is taken from a play focused on the relationship between domestic workers and 
their employers. Thus, it is adopted in this chapter to show the impact of familial relations on the 
employer-employee relationship. This is because of employers’ difficulty in knowing when to make the 
transition from a relative to an employer.  
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Rose: Yes, because sometimes I even buy her grocery or other things needed. 
She is my sister, so we get to talk if she has problems and I help her” (Rose, 
July 2018).  
Rose indicates that the wage she pays her sister-employee is sufficient, because she 
sometimes buys her grocery and help with other unspecified problems. The picture 
that Rose paints suggests that she is generous; however, the study could not verify the 
undisclosed additional assistance. It transpires that in a familial domestic work context, 
sister-employers have a close relationship with their sister-employees. This is 
conveyed by the idea of mutual help. Sister-employers humanise themselves and their 
domestic workers by treating the latter predominantly as family. This challenges the 
historical relationship between White madams and their Black domestic workers 
(Cock, 1989; Ally, 2009; Dilata, 2010; Du Preez et al., 2010). Similarly, Cynthia 
describes her relationship with her sister-employee as good;  
“Our relationship is good, I mean we are related. And we get to share 
everything as sisters, and she has been good to me and my family. I am 
actually happy that she is working for me because this strengthens our 
relationship as sisters” (Cynthia, September 2018).     
Cynthia shows that she has a mutually beneficial or good relationship with her sister-
employee. From the narratives of Rose and Cynthia, it is clear that sister-employers 
have close relationships with their sister-employees. This is because these 
relationships rest on respect and reciprocity in terms of being there for each other. This 
is evident when sister-employers and sister-employees share their problems and help 
each other.  
Although Sarah is happy that her sister is working and making sure that her family is 
safe, she highlights the complications of hiring her sister as a domestic worker. She 
describes her dilemma thus:  
“I take her as my sister but having a family member working for me does not 
allow me to exercise my power as an employer, because she is my sister. So I 
do not have a choice but to be lenient (not shout at her) even when we come 
across issues” (Sarah, September 2018).  
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Unlike Cynthia and Rose, Sarah evokes the challenge associated with her sister 
working for her – despite their close relationship. Sarah mentions that it is difficult for 
her to talk to her sister when the latter has not done her job well. Sister-employers find 
themselves in such situations because they are forced – by familial ties – to respect 
their sister-employees. For instance, Maria indicates that beside the difficult of not 
being an employer to her sister, she fears that if she shouts at the latter, it will 
negatively affect their familial relations. Maria affirms:  
“Yes it does affect our relationship, I cannot be a boss and tell (shout) her some 
of the mistakes she makes, because I respect her. And I am worried that if I do 
tell her, it might impact our familial relations” (Maria, July 2018).    
Maria underscores that she does not shout at her sister because of respect for her and 
their family relationship. This demonstrates that sister-employers have to constantly 
negotiate the tensions related to their dual role as sisters and employers. Maria 
emphasises her struggle with simultaneously being a relative and an employer to her 
sister. She stresses that:   
“It is painful sometimes, for example when I make her cook good food here but 
when she gets home there is nothing to eat. I do not feel okay because she is 
family and I would not tell her to take some food home to avoid it happening 
everyday” (Maria, July 2018).  
Maria struggles to be a relative and an employer to her sister. She mentions how she 
would love to help her sister-employee with food but, at the same time, she fears that 
her sister may abused her generosity. This illustrates the pressure that sister-
employers endure in familial domestic work settings, because they have to constantly 
negotiate between being relatives and being employers to their sisters.   
Similarly, Sarah and Maria indicate that hiring relatives as domestic workers is difficult. 
This is because the relationship is characterised by the perpetual negotiation of their 
positions in relation to their sister-employees. This is influenced by the respect that 
sister-employers have for their relatives and the familial relations that do not allow 
them to assume their ‘employers’ status because historically, employers were/are 
construed as superior. Hence, they tend to treat workers poorly (Cock, 1989; Tolla, 
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2013). Thus, the relationships in familial domestic work challenge the historical 
workplace.  
5.4. The Working Conditions in Familial Domestic Work 
The employer-employee relationship in the domestic work sector is assumed to be 
oppressive. This is because historically domestic workers were treated inhumanely by 
White employers (Cock, 1989). In post-apartheid South Africa, Black employers are 
regarded as the worst madams. This is due to the racial stigma attached to being an 
employer in the domestic work sector (Dilata, 2010; Tolla, 2013; Maqubela, 2016). 
This study reveals that sister-employers have a close relationship with their sister-
maids. Nevertheless, difficulties associated with the need to constantly negotiate their 
double-role as sisters and employers exist. The negotiation in familial domestic work is 
further conveyed through how sister-employers view their sister-employees. Ruth who 
works as a teacher and has hired her sister as domestic worker considers the latter 
more as a sister than an employee. As she puts it:  
“She is my sister not a worker. Technically she is a worker, but I do not want my 
children to disrespect her because she is their aunt. So our family relationship is 
stronger than the work relations” (Ruth, September 2018).  
Ruth shows that she considers her sister-employee as a relative, not a worker. 
Nonetheless, she acknowledges their work relationship, although the familial 
connection is stronger in their interaction. This is illustrated by her insistence that her 
children respect her sister – as she is their aunt. Respect for sister-employees and 
familial relations in family domestic work is central. This explains sister-employers 
insistence that their children regard their sister-employees as mothers or aunts.  
Likewise, Cynthia has a good relationship with her sister-maid and considers the latter 
primarily as a relative; hence, Cynthia ensures that her children respect her sister-maid 
and treat as a mother. In Cynthia’s own words:  
“I take her as a sister than a worker, I also make sure that my children respect 
and take her as a mother” (Cynthia, September 2018).   
The narratives of Ruth and Cynthia show that sister-employers view their sister-
employees as family members. Hence, they give their sister-employees respect and 
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teach their children to do the same. However, sister-employers negotiate these 
relationships with their sister-employees in a familial context. Although Maria treats her 
sister-employer as a relative – not a worker, she tries to be an employer to her sister-
maid. However, it does not work, because of the strong family bond between them. 
Maria describes her struggle with the role of employer thus: 
“I strongly take her as someone I am related to more than a worker. Because 
sometimes I exercise my power as an employer but it always in my mind that I 
am a family-member who is looking out for the other. So it is a problem as I 
said, sometimes it is just impossible for me to be an employer to her as she is 
my sister” (Maria, September 2018).  
Unlike Ruth and Cynthia, Maria stresses the difficulty of being an employer to her 
sister. She unsuccessfully tried to affirm her employer role – because of their stronger 
family relationship. Ruth, Cynthia and Maria indicate how their respective relationships 
with their sister-employees are renegotiated in familial contexts. The latter require 
sister-employers to respect their sister -employees and teach their children to do the 
same. The negotiation of these relations complicates the working conditions in the 
familial domestic work setting.  
5.4.1 Negotiating Working Conditions in a Familial Domestic Work Context 
The working conditions expected in the domestic work sector are stipulated in the SD7 
of the BCEA. This is to ensure that both parties are treated equally. These working 
conditions emphasise the negotiation of employment, contracts, duties, and wages 
(Department of Labour, 2017). However, in this study, working conditions are 
negotiated using family principles and processes. This is because the hiring of kin as 
domestic workers is based on the idea of reciprocal caring and helping each other, and 
foregrounds trust and respect for the serving family member.  Ruth describes how she 
hired her sister as a domestic worker:  
“I called a family meeting where we discussed that since she has children to 
take care of and does not work, she can come work for me and I will pay her so 
that she can provide for her children. So after the family meeting, she began 
working for me” (Ruth, September 2018).   
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Ruth reveals that she hired her sister as domestic worker through a family meeting. 
The latter started by highlighting that her sister was not working and could not provide 
for her children. Then, it was argued that hiring the unemployed sister – as a domestic 
worker – would enable her to provide for her family. The way Ruth hired her sister was 
influenced by her desire to help her sister. Ruth’s story illustrates that the hiring of kin 
as domestic workers is undocumented. It does not adhere to the stipulations of the 
SD7 of the BCEA, because it is negotiated in a family context. Similarly, Rose 
indicates how her sister was employed:  
“I asked her to come and work for me, and she will get paid, because she did 
not have a job, so I was helping by giving her a job. Mind you she has children 
who are still going to school and my brother in-law is just working as a taxi 
driver” (Rose, July 2018).  
Even though sister-employers hire their kin as domestic workers because they are 
unemployed, this is done in a context of being related and caring. Ruth and Rose 
indicate that hiring of their relatives as domestic workers was based on their familial 
relations; hence, the employment is not documented. Put differently, contracts are not 
introduced or signed in the process of employing relatives. Rose indicates that:  
“I just take her as my sister, hence signing of contract was not emphasised nor 
important for that moment, were we all focused on getting her a job and me 
having someone to help me with domestic duties” (Rose, July 2018).  
Rose shows the irrelevance of a contract in the process of hiring her sister. A contract 
was not considered important, because helping each other formed the basis of the 
familial domestic work relationship between her and her sister. Consequently, it 
becomes difficult to negotiate things such as contracts in familial domestic work 
contexts, because sister-employers hire their kin on the ground of reciprocal care. 
Though sister-employers help their relatives with jobs that enable them to provide for 
their families, it is judicious to have a contract that would help in dealing with conflicts. 
Likewise, Maria shows that her sister’s employment did not involve contract signing. 
This is evident in the excerpt below: 
“Percy: Did she sign a contract when she started working? 
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Maria: No, there was no contract, because she is a family member and I 
believed she knew her work and what to do. I mean we are family and get to 
talk about anything. I think it is also because we are too close and know each 
other hence we have a wonderful relationship which is not even shaken by 
problems” (Maria, September 2018).   
Maria indicates that when hiring her sister as domestic worker, a contract was 
unnecessary. This is because she trusts her sister. Sister-employers’ (Ruth, Rose and 
Maria) experiences show that the employment process in familial domestic work is 
negotiated according to family relations. This is due to the basing of the hiring of sister-
employees on reciprocal care; hence, employment contracts seem unnecessary. 
However, the experiences of these sister-employers also emphasise that the familial 
domestic work relationship should not be solely based on labour practices and 
guidelines. It should include humane principles, as sister-employers hire their kin as 
domestic workers to receive assistance with domestic duties. In turn, sister-employees 
earn an income that helps them to provide for their families.    
Given that employment terms are negotiated in a familial context, Cynthia indicates 
that she does not know anything about labour laws. Hence, her work relationship with 
her sister-employee is family-based. She admits that:  
“I do not know any labour laws, but generally I know that domestic workers 
should not be treated as nothing and over worked because they are people. My 
sister is not overworking because every time I am available, she gets leave to 
go and spend time with her family. She is well respected by everyone in the 
house including my children” (Cynthia, September 2018).  
Although Cynthia does not know of any labour laws applicable to domestic workers, 
she ensures that her sister is treated humanely and respectfully. She stresses the 
imperative for her children to respect her sister. This seems to suggest that the 
treatment of sister-employees is influenced by reciprocal care and respect in the family 
domestic work context. Although sister-employers negotiate the way they treat their 
sister-employees based on family context, Maria indicates that she would adhere to 
labour laws – if she knew about them before. Maria conveys this in the interaction 
below:  
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“Percy: Do you know any labour laws concerning domestic workers? 
Maria: No, but I would follow them if I knew them. Even though it would not be 
easy because the person who is working for me is my sister, sometimes the 
laws would be difficult to use” (Maria, September 2018).  
Cynthia and Maria do not know any labour laws concerning domestic workers. 
However, Maria indicates her disposition to apply them if she knew what they stipulate. 
Nevertheless, she also notes that it would be difficult to follow these laws because her 
domestic worker is her sister, not a stranger. The experiences of Cynthia and Maria 
show that sister-employers do not know much about labour laws. This questions the 
role of the state in regulating the domestic work sector (Magwaza, 2008; Maboyana & 
Sekaja, 2015). Despite not knowing the labour laws, the treatment of sister-employees 
is based on their family relations with their sister-employers. This extends to the 
negotiation of wages in familial domestic work.  
The SD7 stipulates that employers – especially in rural areas – should pay their 
domestic workers R1787.80 per month (Department of Labour, 2017). Generally, 
domestic workers’ wages are negotiated based on working area and hours 
(Seepamore, 2016). However, this study found that wages in familial domestic work 
are negotiated in a family context. In other words, sister-employers (Maria, Ruth and 
Rose) hired their sisters to help them provide for their families – as they were 
unemployed. Wages are negotiated on the basis of reciprocal care – helping. Sarah 
believes that the wage she pays her sister is enough, since hiring her is part of 
reciprocal caring:  
 
“Percy: How much do you pay her? 
 
Sarah: R1800 on a monthly basis.  
 
Percy: Do you think the salary she is paid is enough? 
 
Sarah: It should be, because she was unemployed for a while and I helped her 
by giving her a job and a salary whereby she can buy some basics in order to 
survive” (Sarah, September 2018).  
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Though Sarah pays her sister above the minimum wage stipulated by the SD7, the 
ground for the wage negotiation was only the fact that she did not have a job. Although 
the reciprocal care that Sarah provides to her sister is significant, it seems that it is 
used to justify the fact that the sister-maid might be paid a little less than she should. 
The above extract suggests that Sarah’s sister must just be grateful that she now has 
a job. The idea of providing a job is also magnified in Chapter 4, as sister-employees 
resort to working for their sister-employers to provide for their children.  
Ruth reinforces the negotiation of wages in a familial context. She also highlights that 
the wage she pays her sister is fair:  
“Percy: Do you think that it is enough for your sister? 
Ruth: It is fair, because this is not a formal work but sisters just helping each 
other to survive. So she can buy a few things for her children and eat as well” 
(Ruth, September 2018).      
Similar to Sarah, Ruth pays her sister R1800.00 per month and thinks that it is fair, 
because she hired her sister to enable the latter to provide for her children. She further 
underscores that familial domestic work is informal because it is reciprocal caring. 
Again, Ruth’s emphasis on the idea that employing sister-maids is “sisters just helping 
each other to survive” tends to downplay the need for higher and fairer pay. Although, 
in the contexts of Sarah and Ruth, is the non-attainment of the best pay is not 
problematic. This is because they already pay their workers above what the law 
requires. Nevertheless, the use of the ‘I am helping’ mentality can be problematic in 
contexts where the workers are paid less than the prescribed minimum wage. This is 
the case with Maria. She pays her sister R1000.00 per month, which is below the 
minimum wage stipulated by labour laws. This transpires in the exchange below:  
“Percy: How much do you pay your sister/employee? 
Maria: R1000 per month.  
Percy: Do you think it is enough? 
Maria: I think so, but again it is what I can afford to pay her, remember I am 
helping her since she could not find a job” (Maria, September 2018).  
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Maria pays her sister-maid R1000.00 per month and argues that it is enough – 
considering that she is helping her sister. Maria describes her relationship with her 
sister-maid as one-sided: she is helping her sister. Maria does not acknowledge the 
assistance that her sister-employee provides with regard to household duties. Clearly, 
Maria pays her sister-employee below the stipulated minimum wage. Maria’s narrative 
as well as those of Ruth and Sarah show that familial domestic work wages are 
negotiated in a familial context. Sister-employers hire their kin as domestic workers so 
that the latter can help them with domestic duties. In return, sister-employers provide 
their sister-employees with the opportunity to work and provide for their families.  
The SD7 of the BCEA stipulates that employers should register their domestic workers 
for worker benefits such as UIF (Department of Labour, 2017). However, the 
negotiation of working conditions in a family context complicates the process of 
registering sister-employees for UIF and other benefits. Sarah admits that her sister-
employee is not registered for UIF or any other worker benefits – because they are 
related. This transpires in the interaction below:  
“Percy: Okay, is your domestic worker registered for UIF?  
Sarah: No I thought, as she is my sister there was no need, because I was 
helping her with a job to provide for her children and since we are related that 
means we are not having the normal working relationship” (Sarah, September 
2018).   
Sarah indicates that since her sister is working for her, there is no need for registering 
her for any worker benefits. She adds that since they are related, there was no space 
for a formal working relationship between them. This shows that working conditions 
and benefits in the familial domestic work sector continue to be negotiated based on 
family relations.  
Similarly, Cynthia contends that hiring a family member meant that a contract was 
unnecessary. Hence, her sister-employee is not registered for any work benefits – 
notably UIF. This is because their arrangement is not considered formal work but 
rather helping each other. This is conveyed through the exchange below:  
“Percy: Is your domestic worker registered for UIF or any other social benefits?  
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Cynthia: No. I felt like it was not necessary as a family member is working for 
me, in that way I did not see our arrangement as formal work which needs 
registering her for any benefits or UIF because I am just helping her with a job 
to provide for her family” (Cynthia, September 2018).  
Cynthia maintains that hiring her sister as domestic worker was an act of helping the 
latter to provide for her family. Thus, there was no need to register her for work 
benefits. The narratives of Sarah and Ruth demonstrate that working conditions in the 
context of familial domestic work are negotiated based on family relations. Hence, their 
sisters working for them is not considered formal work. As a result, registration for 
work benefits is inapplicable. Despite not considering familial domestic work as formal 
employment, Rose saves money every month for her sister-employee. This emerges 
in the interaction below:  
“Percy: Okay, Is she registered for UIF or any social benefits?  
Rose: No, but there is some money that I am saving for her when she decide to 
go to pension I will give it to her.  
Percy: When did you start saving money?  
Rose: Since she started working for me, I just thought of it and started saving it 
for her. I mean she is old and can go to pension anytime soon” (Rose, July 
2018).  
Unlike Sarah and Cynthia, Rose who did not also register her sister for any work 
benefits saves money every month for her sister. Rose considers this as her sister’s 
pension fund. The fact that Rose saves money for her sister suggests that the benefits 
for sister-employees in familial domestic work are equally negotiated in a familial 
context and depends on the closeness of the relationship between the sister-madam 
and the sister-maid. Nonetheless, although Sarah and Cynthia have close 
relationships with their sister-employees, they did neither register their sister-
employees for benefits nor save for them. This demonstrates that even pension funds 
are viewed and negotiated in a family context.  
The negotiation of working conditions in familial contexts humanises employers and 
domestic workers. The experiences of sister-employers (Rose, Cynthia, Sarah, Maria 
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and Ruth) show that employers in the domestic work sector can adopt humane 
principles. Working conditions in familial domestic work are negotiated based on family 
relations. The reciprocal care motivates the provision of jobs to sister-employees, while 
sister-employers receive assistance with domestic duties. However, sister-employers’ 
views on pay are worrying – because they do not conceive it in terms of a living wage 
but rather as what they can afford – especially because they are helping their sister-
employees. The idea of helping extends to pension funds, as sister-employers did not 
register their sister-employees for benefits. This is because of their understanding of 
familial domestic work as reciprocal caring. Nevertheless, only Rose saves money for 
her sister. This shows that working conditions in familial domestic work are negotiated 
in a family context and based on respect and caring for family members.  
5.5 Dealing with Challenges of Hiring Family Members    
Historically, in South Africa, White employers have been oppressive towards their 
Black employees. This is because of the apartheid system that sought to maintain 
racial segregation between Whites and Blacks. Thus, White employers in the domestic 
work sector are historically known to be repressive towards their domestic workers 
(Cock, 1989). This is the only way in which employers deal with the challenges 
experienced with their domestic workers (Cock, 1989; Grant, 1997; Ginsburg, 2000). 
Conversely, this study found that sister-employers tackle the challenges arising from 
hiring their sister-employees through thoughtfully talking to them. Maria shares how 
she addresses the challenges associated with having her sister as a domestic worker. 
She emphasises the need to be cautious (no shouting at her sister-employee). She 
admits:  
“Yes it is challenging having my sister working for me, because it is difficult to 
apply formal rules since we are related. But we talk about everything without 
shouting at each other for the sake of our familial relations” (Maria, September 
2018).     
Maria observes that to have her sister working as her domestic worker has its 
challenges, notably her inability to apply formal rules as an employer would, since they 
are related. She alludes to some challenges without providing details. Nonetheless, 
she contrasts that she and her sister talk about everything without shouting at each 
other, to protect their familial relationship. It is clear that in familial domestic work 
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environments, challenges are addressed through sister-employers talking to their 
sister-employees. This approach challenges the historical stigma attached to 
employers in the domestic work sector (Dilata, 2010; Tolla, 2013).   
Similarly, Sarah shared that she addressed the challenges emerging from having her 
sister as her domestic worker by avoiding shouting at each other, opting to talking 
about everything. In this regard, Sarah notes that:  
“Having a family member working for me is a problem, because my sister takes 
advantage of not doing her job well knowing that I will not shout at her, but in 
most cases we talk to each other without me shouting at her, because she is my 
sister, we are family after all” (Sarah, September 2018).  
Sarah underscores that employing her sister as her domestic worker is challenging. 
This is because her sister sometimes takes advantage of their familial relationship by 
not doing her work well. Nonetheless, Sarah emphasises that she does not shout at 
her sister; instead, they talk about it – because they are related. The narratives of 
Maria and Sarah demonstrate that familial domestic work engenders challenges for 
sister-employers. However, they talk to their sister-employees instead of shouting at 
them to preserve their familial relations. This challenges the portrayal of the historical 
employers of domestic workers. The former are known to treat their domestic workers 
poorly and would not hesitate to fire them (Ginsburg, 2000). Even though, as revealed 
in Chapter 4, sister-employees keep quiet about their challenges, it is clear that familial 
domestic work has hidden challenges – despite the relatedness between sister-
employees and their sister-employers.  
5.6. Conclusion 
The experiences of sister-employers have been discussed in detail. The hiring of kin 
as domestic workers is conceived as an act of helping sister-employees to provide for 
their families. Familial domestic work is based on reciprocal care, as sister-employers 
are assisted with domestic duties, while sister-employees receive a financial 
compensation to provide for their families. The reciprocity of familial domestic work is 
further reflected through sister-employers’ trust in their sister-employees in terms of 
taking care of children and household duties. Although familial domestic work is 
reciprocal, it is still associated with the challenge of constantly negotiating the 
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dynamics of simultaneously being an employer and a sister. Sister-employers have a 
close relationship with their sister-employees. This manifests through the sharing of 
problems and helping each other. Yet, having their sisters working as their domestic 
workers is challenging for sister-employers, because they find it difficult to reprimand 
their sister-employees. This is due to the imperative for sister-employers to respect 
their sister-employees and ensure that their children do the same. The complications 
of hiring kin as domestic workers are further reflected in the negotiation of working 
conditions – notably employment processes, the signing of contracts, and the 
determination of wages – in a family context. Familial domestic work has challenges 
that sister-employers address through talking to their sister-employees. Initially, the 
experiences of sister-employers in family domestic work challenges the historical 
stigma of employers in the domestic work sector.   
Familial domestic work broadly humanises employers and domestic workers alike. 
This is because the relationships between sister-employers and sister-employees are 
negotiated in familial contexts. This further decolonises the historical workplace 
relations in the domestic work sector. Thus, humane principles of respect and 
reciprocal care can be adopted to rehumanise the domestic work sector in South 
Africa. Conversely, the familial domestic work sector illustrates capitalism’s 
consequences on family relationships, because it is based on monetary value. 
Nevertheless, family relations generally prevail in the familial domestic work context.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
6.1. Introduction  
This study investigated the experiences of Black women employers and employees in 
the familial domestic work sector in rural Limpopo. The focus was on understanding 
the sister-employer and sister-employee relationship in the familial domestic work 
context. The study also explored the experiences of Black women hiring their kin as 
domestic workers as well as those of Black women working as familial domestic 
workers – with specific focus on the mechanisms adopted in dealing with being a kin 
domestic worker and hiring relatives.   
 
This chapter summarises the study and makes concluding remarks. The main finding 
of this study is that familial domestic work is linked to reciprocal care: hiring of relatives 
and working for kin is conceived as helping and being helped. Relatives resort to 
familial domestic work because it enables them to provide for their children, while 
family members hire their kin as domestic workers to receive help with domestic 
duties. Although familial domestic work is reciprocal, the overarching reasons for 
engaging in it either by hiring or serving are structural issues such as the lack of 
education, low skills, unemployment, and the responsibility to provide for children.  
 
The main argument of this study is that family domestic work engenders a struggle 
associated with navigating between being a sister-employer and a sister-employee. 
This is because of the intersection of familial and employer-employee relations. At the 
centre of this dilemma is the assumption that familial domestic work rests on care, trust 
and respect, though transitioning between family and work relationships is difficult. The 
findings of this study further show differences in the experiences of sister-employers 
and sister-employees. While some sister-maids have a close relationship and share 
problems with their sister-madams, others find doing domestic work for family 
members difficult – especially when respect, care and trust are absent.  
 
Lastly, the findings show that the working conditions in family domestic work settings 
are based on familial relations. The working relationship is viewed as reciprocal caring 
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that assumes the foregrounding of trust and respect. In contexts where reciprocal 
familial care is used as a guiding principle, domestic work is humanised. This is 
because respect and care for one’s relative make it difficult to revert to the cold, 
objective relations that prevail in traditional workplaces or in the historically racialised 
domestic work sector. However, in contexts where reciprocal care and respect are 
absent, hidden exploitation is experienced. This translates, for instance, in sister-
employees being paid below the stipulated wages just because they receive groceries 
and other things. In this regard, silence is adopted as a mechanism to cope with the 
challenges of being a family domestic worker. Conversely, sister-employers talk 
through their challenges associated with hiring family members as domestic workers – 
but with the intention of preserving peace in the family. 
6.2. Summary of the Findings  
The report is made of six chapters. Chapter One contextualised the study, highlighted 
that domestic work is historically rooted in colonial and apartheid era, and noted that 
the demise of apartheid resulted in the rise of Black madams in the domestic work 
sector. This chapter also emphasised that although domestic work in South African 
Black families has increased, familial domestic work in rural areas – particularly – 
remains under-researched.  
Chapter Two discussed the history of domestic work to understand the emergence of 
Black women working and dominating in the domestic work sector. Domestic work was 
historically linked to colonial and apartheid eras, and the racial transitions that led to 
Black men and women entering the domestic work sector were noted. Black women’s 
dominance of the domestic work sector was facilitated by structural issues such as 
unemployment, the lack of education and skills, and poverty. Initially, domestic work 
was gendered and had to be done by women based on the division of labour in the 
home and the workplace. This follows that Black men were recruited to mining industry 
and women started working as domestic workers. Literature reveals that Black women 
are working as domestic workers primarily to provide for their families – notably their 
children. This chapter further showed that Black women began flooding the domestic 
work sector during apartheid. However, the sector was then characterised by 
exploitation, because of the existence of a legal vacuum. The demise of the apartheid 
system then led to the regulation of the domestic work sector. Hence, domestic 
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workers were given workers’ rights and access to other benefits that include 
organisations to which they can report unfair dismissals.  
Although Black women continue to work for Whites as domestic workers, there is an 
emergence of Black madams in post-apartheid South Africa. This is linked to the 
growth of the Black middle class in post-apartheid South Africa. This chapter also 
explored domestic work in Black families in South Africa and established that 
reciprocal caring and the sharing of resources are norms in these families and relate to 
the survival of the whole family. Despite the sharing of resources, literature reveals 
that Black families are going through relational challenges that constitute one of the 
factors leading to the hiring of family members as domestic workers. Few studies that 
have explored domestic work in Black families have focussed on instances where 
domestic workers and employers are unrelated. This is the research gap that this 
study aimed to fill. Lastly, this chapter discussed the theoretical frameworks employed 
for this study. Intersectionality and sociological imagination anchored this study and 
helped to contextualise the exploration of family domestic work.  
Chapter Three discussed the research design and methodology adopted for this study. 
Interpretivism and feminism informed the qualitative research approach used for this 
study and helped to understand the experiences of Black women participating in 
familial domestic employment in detail. An advantage of the qualitative approach was 
that it enabled the researcher to gain rich data on the studied phenomenon while 
foregrounding the participants’ perspectives. The study was conducted in 
Nkowankowa, the most suitable research site because it has many Black women 
working as teachers and predominantly employing relatives as domestic workers. The 
snowball sampling technique was used to select the participants for the study. Semi-
structured interviews were used to collect data for the study. At the end of the 
fieldwork, 10 Black women were interviewed: five women employed as domestic 
workers by their relatives, and five women hiring their relatives as domestic workers. 
Data was analysed using the thematic analysis technique. Reflexivity was also useful 
in enabling the researcher to understand the possible impact of his positionality in the 
study. Thus, it helped the researcher to be cautious when analysing data and 
compelled him to keep an audit trail.  
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Chapter Four and Chapter Five presented the findings of the study on the experiences 
of Black women working as domestic workers for their relatives, as well as those of 
Black women hiring their kin as domestic workers in Nkowankowa. The main argument 
of Chapter Four is that familial domestic work is reciprocal care, as sister-employees 
resort to it to provide for their families. This chapter further demonstrated that structural 
issues such as the lack of education, low skills, unemployment, and the responsibility 
to provide for families are intersectional and lead kin to work as domestic workers for 
their families. Familial domestic work constitute reciprocal care between sister-maids 
and sister-madams. Although, the care now involves monetary value, thus it 
challenges the historical caring in Black families. The reciprocity of familial domestic 
work is further illustrated through sister-employees sometimes doing extra duties as a 
sign of appreciation for being given a job that enables them to survive and provide for 
their children. Although, working for relatives is linked to reciprocal care in families, 
sister-employees struggle with positioning themselves in relation to their sister-
employers. This is because of the overlapping familial and employer-employee 
relationships. Sister-employees negotiate being relatives and employees based on the 
treatment and respect received from their sister-employers. The close relationship 
between sister-madams and sister-maids includes the latter being bought groceries 
and other things. Nonetheless, some sister-maids are unhappy to work for families 
because they do not experience respect and care from their sister-employers.   
The intersectionality of familial and employer-employee relations leads to working 
conditions negotiated in a family context. This is reflected by undocumented 
employments of sister-maids and the non-signing of contracts, because of working for 
relatives. Other work aspects such as duties, wages, and leave are also negotiated in 
a familial context. Sometimes, this leads to exploitative and inhumane treatments of 
sister-employees. For instance, sister-maids are paid low wages because of 
sometimes they are given food and clothes. Familial domestic workers adopt silence 
as a coping mechanism and it enables them to deal with the challenges of working for 
their sister-employers. This helps sister-employees to protect their jobs and prevent 
the complication of family relations between them and their sister-employers.   
Chapter Five presented the findings regarding the experiences of Black women hiring 
relatives as domestic workers. The main argument of this chapter is that the hiring of 
kin exemplifies reciprocal caring whereby sister-employers are helped with domestic 
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duties while also assisting their sister-employees with jobs to support their families. 
Employing family members challenges the historical shifting of domestic duties to 
marginalised women, since kin are helping with duties and being empowered to 
provide for their families through familial domestic work. Reciprocal care giving and 
receiving is central to hiring relatives in family domestic work. This is because sister-
employees are trusted with taking care of children and household duties in the 
absence of their sister-employers. Although the hiring of kin is viewed as reciprocal 
care, sister-employers struggle with balancing familial and employer-employee 
relations. Sister-employers emphasised the difficulty of being their sisters’ employers. 
This is because of the need to ensure that sister-employers and their children respect 
their sister-maids. Despite the difficulty of negotiating their double-status of sisters and 
employers, sister-employers generally have close relationships with their sister-
employees. This is demonstrated through the sharing of problems and mutual 
assistance in times of need.  
However, the constant negotiation associated with being a sister and employer 
complicates working relations. Working conditions, in familial domestic work, are 
negotiated in a familial context. Sister-employers hire their relatives through family 
meetings. Such hiring is strongly based on helping their sisters to provide for their 
families. Additionally, contracts are not signed, because hiring family members is 
regarded as an act of helping and being helped. Wages are also difficult to negotiate in 
a familial domestic work, because sister-employers are perceived as helping with a job 
that enables sister-employees to provide for their children. Consequently, sister-
employees are not registered for workers’ benefits, because familial domestic work is 
conceived as an act of helping them provide for their families. Despite the reciprocal 
caring and close relations, sister-employers experience challenges related to hiring 
their kin as domestic workers. Sister-employers deal with these difficulties by talking to 
their sister-employees instead of shouting at or firing them. This is due to the respect 
sister-employers have for their sister-employees and their familial relations. 
The experiences of sister-maids and sister-madams in the family domestic work 
constitute rehumanisation of the domestic work sector-particularly in rural areas. 
Conversely to literature, this study demonstrate that domestic work can employ 
humane principles which will ensure that the relationship between domestic workers 
and employers is not associated with exploitation. Although family domestic work can 
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be characterised by hidden exploitation which is blinded by intersection of family and 
employer-employee relationship.    
6.3 Concluding Remarks and Answering the Research Question 
Family domestic work is understood as reciprocal caring among relatives, as sister-
employers hire their kin to help with domestic duties. These jobs enable sister-
employees to provide for their families. Reciprocal caring is a life-long obligation in 
Black families where members help and share resources with each other for the 
survival of the whole family (Bozalek, 1999). Mosoetsa (2011) adds that the sharing of 
resources is a norm in Black families as it helps with survival. In concurrence with 
literature, familial domestic work – either hiring or being hired – is understood as 
reciprocal caring based on the imperative to help each other. 
Although, the reciprocal caring now involves a monetary value as relatives are paid for 
“helping”. This challenges the historical notion of caring in Black families that did not 
involve paying or being paid for helping. Bozalek (1999) notes that family members – 
in the form of aunts and uncles – availed themselves to help with childrearing and 
other household duties, following their parents’ work-related migration. Familial 
domestic work and its characteristics support the assertion by Smith (2001) and 
Murray (1981) that Black African families are experiencing structural and relation 
changes. For Smith (2001), the historical labour migrant in South Africa disrupted 
families as parents migrated for work and left their children under the care of other 
family members. Familial relationships were affected. Initially, the sharing of 
responsibilities in the home did not involve money – except the remittances sent home 
(Murray, 1981; Ramphele & Ritcher, 2006).  
What this study demonstrates is that reciprocal caring – through the sharing of 
responsibilities and helping each other in Black families – now involves directly paying 
or being paid. Borrowing from Mills’s (1959) sociological imagination’s assertion that 
history shapes the present, it is clear that capitalism and industrialisation affect Black 
families’ relationships. Thus, family members’ mutual assistance foregrounds paying or 
being paid. This study’s assertions concurs with literature on the impact of capitalism 
on Black families’ relationships.  
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To strengthen the on-going debate on the impact of colonisation and its imperial rule 
through capitalism in South Africa, the study illustrates that marginalised Black women 
resort to family domestic work due to structural issues such as poverty, the lack 
education, and unemployment in rural areas. Similarly, Zungu (2009) and Mkandawire-
Valhmu et al., (2009) argued that many Black women are working as domestic workers 
because of the lack of education that deprives them employment opportunities while 
they have the responsibility to provide for their families. However, the findings showed 
differences regarding the lack of education, because some sister-maids had a grade 
12 nonetheless worked as family domestic worker. This questions the effectiveness of 
the education offered and its relevance in post-South Africa – with the growing need 
for skills for the fourth industrial revolution. Thus, relatives engage in family domestic 
work because of the intersection of poverty, the lack of education, unemployment, and 
the assumption of the provider role in the home.  
The historical workplace in Africa and South Africa particularly was created to be 
exploitative, as it foregrounded racial discrimination against Black people (Van Holdt, 
2003; Barchiesi, 2011). However, familial domestic work is characterised by the 
struggle of navigating from being a relative to an employer-employee. As a result, the 
working conditions in familial domestic work are negotiated in a family context. This re-
humanises employers and employees and their relationship in the domestic work 
sector, because humane principles are/can be adopted in the workplace.   
6.4. Recommendations 
 
This study explored familial domestic work through the experiences of Black women 
who hire relatives as domestic workers and those of family members who serve as 
familial domestic workers. Although the findings of this study cannot be generalised, 
they can be used as a foundation for studies on familial domestic work in rural areas. 
To expand the work started in this project, the following can be considered:   
 
• This study makes a policy recommendation to the Department of Labour. The 
latter should provide training and information to the public on domestic work 
legislation and emphasise the drafting and signing of contracts for familial 
domestic work – to prevent familial conflicts. 
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• Future research on family domestic work can consider using a mixed method 
(quantitative and qualitative). This will enable researchers to establish the 
extent of familial domestic work. This does not imply that qualitative research 
was unsuitable for this study. On the contrary, it enabled the researcher to build 
a foundation on which to base the exploration of the experiences of relatives 
participating in familial domestic work.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
97 | P a g e  
 
Reference List  
 
Alhojailan, M. I. 2012. Thematic Analysis: A critical review of its process and 
evaluation. West-East Journal of Social Sciences, 1(1): 39-47.  
 
Ally, S. 2009. From servants to workers: South African domestic workers and the 
democratic state. New York: Cornell University Press. 
 
Amoateng, Y. A and Ritcher, L. M. 2007.  ‘Social and economic context of families and    
households in South Africa’. In Amoateng, Y. A and Heaton, T. B (editors). 
Families and households in post-apartheid South Africa: Socio demographic 
perspectives. Cape Town: Human Sciences Research Council Press. 
Attride-Stirling, J. 2001. Thematic networks: an analytical tool for qualitative research.  
Qualitative Research, 1(3): 385-405.  
Archer, S. 2011. ‘Buying the Maid Ricoffy’: Domestic workers, Employers and Food.  
South African Review of Sociology, 42(2): 66-82.   
 
Babbie, E. R. 2004. The basics of social research, 10th ed. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.  
 
Bailey, J. 2008. First steps in qualitative data analysis: transcribing. Family Practice:  
127-131.  
 
Barchiesi, F. 2011. Precarious liberation: Workers, the state and contested social  
citizenship in post-apartheid South Africa. New York: State University of New 
York Press.   
 
Bass, J. R. 2018. “Auditing”. In The sage Encyclopaedia of Educational Research,  
Measurement and Evaluation. Sage Publications Inc. ISBN9781506316139.  
 
Blaauw, P. F and Bothma, L. 2010. The impact of minimum wages for domestic  
workers in Bloemfontein, South Africa. South African Journal of Human 
Resources Management, 8 (1): 1-7. 
98 | P a g e  
 
Biko, S. 2004. Steve Biko, 1946-1977: I write What I Like. Cambridge: ProQuest LLC 
Bless, C, Higson-smith, C and Sithole, S L. 2014. Fundamentals of social research  
method: An African perspective, 5th ed. Cape Town: Juta & Co.   
Bobek, A., Pembroke, S and Wickham, J. 2018. Living with uncertainty: Social  
Implications of Precarious Work. Foundation for European Progressive Studies, 
Europe.  
 
Bonnin, D and Dawood, Q. 2013. The domestic worker’s place in the ‘Madam’s’ space.  
The construction of the workplace in the home of Muslim madams. South 
African Review of Sociology, 44(1): 55-71.    
 
Bozzoli, B (ed).1983. Town and countryside in the Transvaal. Johannesburg: Ravan  
Press. 
 
Bozzoli, B and Nkotsoe, M. 1991. Women of Phokeng. Johannesburg: Ravan Press.    
 
Bozalek, V. 1999. Contextualizing caring in Black South African families. Social  
Politics Journal: 86-99.   
 
Butler, J. 1990. Gender trouble: Feminism and subversion of identity. New York and  
London: Routledge.  
 
Carroll, R. 2004. “Master Class”, in Mail and Guardian: April 2018.  
 
Clarke, M. P. 2002. Domestic work, Joy or pain? Problems and solution of the  
domestic workers. Social and Economic studies, 51: 153-179. 
 
Cock, J. 1987. “Trapped workers: Constraints and contradictions experienced by black  
women in South Africa.” Women’s Studies International Forum, 10(2): 133-140.  
 
Cock, J. 1989. Maids and Madams: A study of Politics of Exploitation. London:  
Women's Press. 
 
99 | P a g e  
 
Collins, P.H. 2000. “It’s all in family: intersections of gender, race ad nation.” 
Bloomingon: Indiana University Press.   
Corus, C and Saatcioglu, B. 2015. An intersectionality framework for transformative  
service research. The Service Industries Journal, 32(7-8): 415-429.  
Crenshaw, K. 1991. Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, Identity politics and  
violence against women of colour. Stanford Law Review, 43(6): 1241-1299.  
Creswell, J. W. 2009. Research design; Qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods  
Approaches, 3rd edition. London: SAGE. 
Davis, N. Y. 2006. Intersectionality and feminist politics. European Journal of Women’s  
Studies, 13 (3): 193-209.  
Department of Labour. 2002. Sectoral Determination 7: Domestic Worker Sector,  
Johannesburg: Department of Labour, 1 September 2002. 
Department of labour. 2017. Domestic workers: What you should know. Accessed on  
27th February 2018. Available from 
www.labour.gov.za/.../domesticworker2012.pdf/view 
Department of Labour. 2018. Quarterly Labour force survey: Quarter 2, 2018.  
Statistics South Africa: P0211.    
De Vos, A.S, Strydom, H, Fouche, C. B and Delport, C.S.L. 2011. Research at Grass  
Roots: For the social sciences and human service professions. 4th ed. Pretoria: 
Van Schaik Publishers.  
Dilata, X. P. 2010. Between ‘Sisters’: A study of the employment relationship between 
African domestic workers and African employers in the townships of Soweto. 
Masters Dissertation, University of Witwatersrand. 
 
100 | P a g e  
 
Dinkelman, T and Ranchhod, V. 2012. Evidence on the impact of minimum wage laws  
in an informal sector: Domestic workers in South Africa. Journal of Development 
Economics, 99: 27-45.   
Donald, F. M and Mahlatji, L. 2006. Domestic workers’ experiences of power and 
oppression in South Africa. Journal of Psychology in Africa, 16(2): 205-213. 
Du Preez, J, Beswick, C, Whittaker, L and Dickinson, D. 2010. The employment  
relationship in the domestic workspace in South Africa: Beyond the apartheid 
legacy. Social Dynamics, 36(2): 395-409. 
Du Plessis, I. 2011. Nation, family, intimacy: The domain of the domestic in the social  
imaginary. South African Review of Sociology, 42(2): 45-65).  
Du Toit, D. 2010. Extending the frontiers of employment regulation: The case of  
domestic employment in South Africa. Law democracy and development, 14: 
205-230. 
Federici, S. 2012. Revolution at point zero: Housework, reproduction and feminist  
struggle. C.A: P.M Press.  
Firestone, W.A. 1987. ‘Meaning in Method: The Rhetoric of Quantitative and  
Qualitative Research’. Educational Researcher, 16(7): 16-21. 
Fish, J. N. 2006. Domestic Democracy: At Home in South Africa. New York:  
Routledge. 
Gama, N and Willemse, L. 2015. A descriptive overview of the education and income  
levels of domestic workers in post-apartheid South Africa. Geo Journal, 80 (5): 
721-741.  
 
 
101 | P a g e  
 
Gaitskell, D, Kimble, J, Maconachie, M and Unterhalter, E. 1983. Class, Race and 
Gender: Domestic Workers in South Africa. Review of African Political 
Economy, Women: Oppression and Liberation, 27(28): 86-108. 
Ginsburg, R. 2000. ‘Come in the dark’: Domestic workers and their rooms in apartheid- 
era Johannesburg, South Africa. Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, 8: 83-
100. 
Goldkuhl, C. 2012. Pragmatism vs interpretivism in qualitative information systems  
research. European Journal of Information Systems, 21: 135-146.  
Gordon, L. 1979. The struggle for reproductive freedom: Three stages of feminism. In  
Eisenstein, Z. (editor), Capitalist patriarchy and the case for socialist feminism. 
New York: Monthly Review Press.  
Grant, B. 1997. Domestic work: employees or servants. Agenda: Empowering Women  
for Gender Equity, 35: 61-65. 
Green, J, Franquiz, M and Dixon, C. 1997. The myth of the objective transcript:  
transcribing as situated act. Tosel Q, 31: 172-176.  
Grossman, J. 2004. The Denigration Compassion and Vision of the Backyard: South 
Africa’s Domestic Workers in the New Global Village. Unpublished paper. 
Herod, A. 1993. Gender Issues in the use of interviewing as a research method.  
Blackwell Publishers, 45 (3): 305-317.  
Hickson, J and Strous, M. 1993. The Plight of Black South African Women Domestics  
-Providing the Ultra exploited With Psychologically Empowering Mental Health 
Services. Journal of Black Studies, 24: 109-122. 
Holmes, M. 2007. What is gender? Sociological approaches. London: Sage  
Publication Ltd.   
102 | P a g e  
 
International Labour Organisation (ILO). 2009. The unpaid care work-paid work  
connection. Geneva. Available from: https://www.ilo.org 
International Labour Organisation (ILO). 2011. Domestic workers convention:  
Convention concerning decent work for domestic workers. No. 189 (100th ILC 
session). Geneva. Available from”: http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---
ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_168266.pdf 
Kalu, W. J. 1981.  Modern ga family life patterns: A look at changing marriage  
structure at Africa. Journal of Black Studies, 11(3): 349-359.  
King, A. J. 2007. Domestic Service in Post-Apartheid South Africa: Deference and  
Disdain. United Kingdom: University of Warwick. 
Mabiletsa, D.1967. “The working mother”, In the African family life. Paper given at a  
regional conference organised by the southern Transvaal region of the South 
African Institute of Race Relations and the Witwatersrand Christian Council. 
Johannesburg: SAIRR. 
Maboyana, Y and Sekaja, L. 2015. Exploring the bullying behaviours experienced by  
South African domestic workers. Journal of Psychology in Africa, 25(10): 114-
120.  
Magwaza, T. 2008. Effects of domestic workers Act in South Africa: A steep road to 
recognition. Agenda: Empowering Women for Gender Equity, 22(78): 79-92. 
Manderson, L, Bennett, E and Andajani-Sutjahjo, S. 2006. The Social Dynamics of the  
Interview: Age, Class, and Gender. Qualitative Health Research, 16(10): 1317-
1334 
 
 
103 | P a g e  
 
Maqubela, L. N. 2016. Mothering the ‘other’: The Sacrificial Nature of Paid Domestic  
Work within Black Families in the Post-Apartheid South Africa. Gender and 
Behaviour. 7214-7224. ISSN: 1596-9231 
Marais, C and Van Wyk, C. 2015. Future directiveness within the South African  
domestic workers work-life cycle: Considering exit strategies. Indo-Pacific 
Journal of Phenomenology, 15(1): 1-14.  
Marsh, R. M. 1967. Comparative Sociology: A codification of cross sectional analysis.  
New York: Harcourt Brace and World Inc.   
May, J. 1990. ‘The migrant labour system: Changing dynamics in rural survival’. In  
Natrass, N and Ardington, E (editors). The political economy of South Africa. 
Cape Town: Oxford University Press.  
May, T. 2001. Social Research: Issues, methods and process. Maidenhead: Open  
University Press.  
Mbatha, G. 2003. The Predicament of an African Woman: a critique of current  
legislation relating to domestic workers. South African Mercantile Law Journal, 
15: 407-413. 
Millar, J and Ridge, T. 2013. Lone mothers and paid work: The family-work project.  
International Review of Sociology, 23(3): 564-577.  
Mills, C.W. 1959. The Sociological Imagination: Fortieth Anniversary Edition. New  
York: Oxford University Press.  
Mkandawire-Valhmu, L, Rodriguez, R, Ammar, N and Nemoto, K. 2009. Surviving Life  
as a Woman: A critical ethnography of violence in the lives of female domestic 
workers in Malawi. Health Care for Women International, 30(9): 783-801.  
 
104 | P a g e  
 
Mkhize, N and Msomi, R. 2016. African single mother’s experiences of work and  
career in South Africa. Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 47(3): 323-342.   
Mohutsioa-Makhudu, Y, K, N. 1989. Counselling in South Africa: The challenge of  
apartheid, The psychological effects of apartheid on the mental health of Black 
South African Women Domestics. Journal of Multicultural Counselling and 
Development, 17: 134-142.   
Mokoene, Z, K and Khunou, G. 2019. Parental Absence: Intergenerational tensions  
and contestations of social grant in South Africa. Critical Social Policy, 00(0): 1-
16.    
Mosoetsa, S. 2011. Eating from one pot: The power dynamics of survival in poor South 
Africa households. South Africa: Wits University Press. 
Motala, M. 2010. Domestic workers in South Africa: Its modern slavery. Accessed 20th 
February 2018, Retrieved from http://www.sacsis.org.za/site/article/473.1 
Motsemme, N. 2004. The mute always speak: On women’s silences at the truth and  
reconciliation commission. Current Sociology, 52(5): 909-932.  
Murray, C. 1981. Families divided: The impact of migrant labour in Lesotho. New York:  
Cambridge University Press.  
Nattrass, N and Seekings, J. 2001. “Two nations”? Race and inequality in South Africa  
today. Daedalus, 130 (1): 45-70. 
Oakley, A. 1972. Sex, gender and society. London: Temple Smith.   
Oyewumi, O. 1997. The invention of women: making an African sense of western  
gender discourse. Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press.  
 
105 | P a g e  
 
Patel L, Hochfeld T, Moodley, J and Mutwali. R. 2012. The gender dynamics and  
impact of the child support grant in Doornkop, Soweto CSDA Research Report. 
Johannesburg. Centre for Social Development in Africa, University of 
Johannesburg. 
Payne, G and Payne, J. 2004. Key Concepts in Social Research. London: Sage. 
Phillips, L. 2011. ‘I am alone. I am a woman. What are my children going to eat?’  
Domestic workers and family networks. South African Review of Sociology, 42: 
29-44. 
Quarterly Labour Force Survey. 2018.  Quarterly Labour Force Survey: Quarter 2:  
2018- Statistics South Africa.  Available from: https//www.statssa.gov.za 
Radcliffe-Brown, A. R and Forde, D. (editors). 1950. African systems of kinship and  
marriage. New York: Macmillan.  
Ramphele, M and Ritcher, L. 2006. ‘Migrancy, family dissolution and fatherhood’. In  
Ritcher, L and Morrell, R. (editors). Baba: Men and fatherhood in South Africa. 
Cape Town: Human Sciences Research Council Press.  
Roberts, C. 2004. Qualitative data analysis. Transcribing spoken discourse. FDTL data  
project Accessed from 
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/schools/sspp/education/research/projects/dataqual.html 
(31 July 2019). 
Rodgers, B.L. 2012. Audit Trail. In The sage Encyclopaedia of Qualitative Research  
Methods. Sage Publication Inc. ISBN: 9781412963909 
Rosenthal, M. 2016. Qualitative research methods: Why, when and how to conduct  
interviews and focus groups in pharmacy research. Currents in Pharmacy 
Teaching and Learning, 8: 509-516.  
106 | P a g e  
 
Roshchynskaya, A.S. 2010. Defining the category of gender: Literature review. From  
http://elib.bsu.by/bitstream/123456789/14412/1/40.%20Defining%20the%20cat
egory%20of%20gender%20literature%20review.pdf 
Russell, M. 2002. The employment of black domestic workers by black urban   
households. Centre for Social Science Research. CSSR Working Paper No.26 
Sadler, G.R, Lee, H.C and Fullerton, J. 2010. Recruiting hard-to-reach united states  
population sub-groups via adaptation of snowball sampling strategy. Journal of 
Nurses Health Science, 12(3): 369-374.  
Sarantakos. S. 2005. Social research. New York: Palgrave MacMillan. 
Scott, J.C. 1985. Weapons of the weak: Everyday Forms of Peasants Resistance.  
New York: Yale University Press.   
Seepamore, B. 2016. Domestic Workers and social security policy: Implication for  
practice. Paper presented in University of Johannesburg Sociology, 
Anthropology and Development Studies Wednesday Seminar, No. 2 (2016), 
University of Johannesburg.    
Smit, R. 2001. The impact of labour migration on African families in South Africa:  
Yesterday and today. Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 32: 44-58. 
Sooryamoorthy, R and Makhoba, M. 2016. The family in modern South Africa: Insights  
from recent research. Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 47(3): 309-321.  
Statistics South Africa, 2011. Accessed on 21st March 2018 from: 
http://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=4286&id=12182 
Statistics South Africa, 2019. Accessed on 25th September 2019 from: 
https://mg.co.za/article/2019-07-30-unemployment-rate-at-29-statssa 
 
107 | P a g e  
 
Strauss, A. 1988.  Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists. Cambridge: Cambridge  
University Press.  
Strauss, A.L and Corbin, J.M. 1990. Basics of qualitative research: grounded theory  
procedures and techniques. Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications.  
Therborn, G. 2004. ‘African families in a global context’. In Therborn, G. (editor).  
African families in a global context. Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, Uppsala. Research 
Report no 131. 
Thobejane, T. D and Khosa, S. 2016. On becoming a domestic worker: A case of 
Mpumalanga, South Africa. Gender and Behaviour, 7466-7488. 
Tolla, T. 2013. Black women's experience of domestic workers in Mpumalanga.  
University of Cape town. Accessed 21st March 2016, Retrieved from 
http://www.psychology.uct.ac.za/sites/default/Tsidiso.Tolla. 
Van Onselen, C. 1982. Studies in the Social and Economic History of the 
Witwatersrand 1886-1914. Johannesburg: Ravan Press 
Van Stapele, N. 2014. Intersbjectivity, self-reflexivity and agency: Narrating about the  
“self” and “other” in feminist research. Women’s studies international, 43: 13-21. 
Von Holdt, K. 2003. Transition from below: Forging trade unionism and workplace  
change in South Africa. Scottsville: University of Natal Press.  
Wanner, Z. 2013. Maids in South Africa: 30 ways to leave your madam.  
Johannesburg: Jacana Media. 
Wanner, Z. 2018. The madams. Nairobi: Paivapo.   
West, C and Zimmerman, D. 1987. Doing gender. Gender and Society, 1: 125-151.  
White, J. M, Klein, D. M and Martin, T. F. 2015. Family theories: An introduction, 4th  
Edition. London: SAGE.  
108 | P a g e  
 
Williams, R. L. 2009. Developmental issues as a component of intersectionality:  
Defining the Smart-Girl Program. Race, Gender and Class Journal, 16(1/2): 82-
101.  
Williams, M.S. 2017. Examining the economic impact of industrial action activities in  
South Africa, 2003-2014. Masters Thesis, University of the Western Cape.  
Women’s Rights and Economic Change. 2004. Intersectionality: A tool for gender and  
economic issues. No.9.  
Young, I. M. 1990. Justice and the politics of difference. Princeton: University of  
Princeton Press. 
Zembe-Mbakile, W. 2017. South Africa’s social grant system: there’s more than just  
money at stake. The Conversation, [http://theconversation.com/south-
africassocial-grants-system-theres-more-than-just-money-at-stake-
74376?sa=google&sq=child+grants+and+pension+grants+in+south+africa&sr=
1] 
Zungu, I. 2009. Employment conditions and challenges associated with being a  
domestic worker in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Occupational Health Southern 
Africa, 16-21.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
109 | P a g e  
 
Appendix A 
 
Title of the research: “Sister-Madam and Sister-Maid”: The Experiences of Black 
Women Employers and Employees in Family Domestic Work in Rural Limpopo.   
 
Dear prospective participant,  
 
My name is Percyval Bayane, a Master’s student at the University of Johannesburg, 
Department of Sociology. I am currently doing a study titled- “Sister-Madam and 
Sister-Maid”: The Experiences of Black Women Employers and Employees in Family 
Domestic Work in Rural Limpopo. The study is specifically interested in the 
experiences of both domestic workers and their family-related madams. 
 
Participation in the study will require you to take part in an interview conducted by 
myself. The interview will be recorded – with your consent – and I will be taking notes 
during the interview. The duration of the interview will be an hour to an hour and a half. 
The interview will take place at any place and time convenient to you. The collected 
data will be kept in a safe space at the University of Johannesburg and will only be 
accessed by Prof Grace Khunou and me. In addition, pseudonyms will be used to 
protect the participants’ identities as well as all the (sensitive) information provided. In 
other words, alternative names will be used to protect your identity.  
   
Your participation in the study is voluntarily and will not include any rewards. You can 
freely decline to participate in the study without any penalties. In addition, you are not 
required to pay anything to participate in the study. Withdrawal from the interview can 
be done at anytime without any consequences or penalties. If the participants are 
exposed to health issues such as stress and depression, they will be referred to 
Nkowankowa Healthcare Centre, and to the Department of Labour (Tzaneen branch) 
in the case of labour issues. The results of the study will be used strictly for the 
Masters dissertation report and other academic publications. 
   
For further clarity, Percyval Bayane can be contacted on percybayane@gmail.com or 
073 277 9865.  
 
Supervisor: Prof Grace Khunou at gracek@uj.ac.za. 
 
Thank you so much for your participation. 
 
Regards 
Percyval Bayane  
 
Information Sheet/Letter 
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Appendix B 
 
 
Inform Consent Form 
“Sister-Madam and Sister-Maid”: The Experiences of Black Women Employers and 
Employees in Family Domestic Work in Rural Limpopo.   
 
Title of the research:  
 
I,………………………………………………………………… (full names of the 
participant) hereby agree that I have received and understood the information letter, 
and agree to participate in the study. I understand that I will be interviewed for an hour 
and a half – with no rewards expected. I understand that withdrawal from the interview 
can be done at anytime without any penalties or consequences. I understand that all 
the collected data will kept safe and alternative names will be used to protect my 
identity. 
  
Name of the participant ……………………………………    
 
Signature of the participant ………………………………..   Date…………………………. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Informed Consent Form 
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Appendix C 
 
 
Informed consent for the recording of the interview 
 
Title of the research: “Sister-Madam and Sister-Maid”: The Experiences of Black 
Women Employers and Employees in Family Domestic Work in Rural Limpopo.   
 
I,………………………………………………………………… (full names of the 
participant) hereby agree to participate in the study. Importantly, I understand that I 
will be interviewed and the interview will be fully recorded as part of an audit trail.   
 
Name of the participant...…………………………………… 
 
Signature of the participant ……………………………Date…………………………. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Informed Consent Form 
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Appendix D 
 
Interview Guide  
 
 
Interview guide for domestic workers  
 
Section A. 
 
1. Demographic questions 
 
1.1 Name of the participant…………………………………… 
1.2 Age………………………………………………………… 
1.3 Marital status……………………………………………… 
1.4 How many children do you have?………………………….. 
1.5 Do you live with your children?……………………………. 
1.6 How many dependents do you have?………………………. 
1.7 Place of origin…………………………………………….. 
1.8 Highest grade passed…………………………………….. 
1.9 What is your current salary?………………………………. 
1.9.1 Do you get the specified amount monthly?……………… 
 
Section B 
 
2. Employment relationship and experiences of working for a family member  
 
2.1 How long have you been working as a domestic worker? 
2.1.1. Have you been working for the same employer? 
2.2 How are you related to your employer? 
2.3 How did you get the job? 
2.3.1 Were you called to work or to help? 
2.4 Tell me more about the relationship you have with your employer. 
2.4.1 Tell me about the treatment you get at work.  
2.5 How do you feel about working for a family member? 
2.5.1 Do you take your employer as a person you are related to or your boss? 
2.6 Tell me more about your experience of working for a family member. 
2.7 How are people in your employers’ house treating you? 
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2.8 What are some of the challenges you experience working for a family 
member/sister/cousins? 
2.8.1 How do you cope with those challenges? 
 
3. Work-related questions 
 
3.1 How many days do you work in a week? 
3.2 What kind of work do you do on a daily basis? 
3.2.1 Who decides on the work you do on a daily basis? 
3.3 What time are you supposed to be at work daily?  
3.3.1 When do you knock off? 
3.4 Do you normally find your employer still at home when you get to work? 
3.5 How do you get to work on a daily basis? 
3.5.1 What time do you leave your house to go to work? 
3.6 Are you satisfied with the salary you are earning monthly? 
3.6.1 How did you survive before getting this job?  
3.7 Do you get a leave or days off? 
 
4. Labour related questions 
 
4.1 Did you sign an agreement or contract when you came to work for your employer? 
4.2 Do you know of any labour laws for domestic workers? 
4.2.1 Has your employer ever mentioned any labour laws to you? 
4.3 Are you registered for a pension fund or UIF? 
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Interview guide for Employers 
 
Section A  
 
1. Demographic questions. 
1.1 Name of the participant ………………………………………………………... 
1. 2 Age ……………………………………………………………………………. 
1. 3 Marital status …………………………………………………………………. 
1. 4 How many children do you have? ……………………………………………… 
1. 5 How many dependants do you have? …………………………………………… 
1. 6 Place of origin …………………………………………………. ……………… 
1. 7 Highest grade passed …………………………………………………………… 
1.8 Where do you work? ……………………………………………………………… 
1.9 Work occupation ………………………………………………………………… 
1. 10 what is your current salary (estimation)? ………………………………………. 
 
Section B 
 
2. Employment relationship 
 
2.1 Why did you hire a domestic worker? 
2.2 How are you related to your domestic worker? 
2.2.1 Does your familial relation influence the workplace relationship? 
2.2.2. How did your sister-maid get the job? 
2.3 What are your reasons for choosing your relative as your domestic worker? 
2.4 How is your relationship with your domestic worker? 
2.5 Do you consider your domestic worker mainly as a sister or a worker? 
2.6 Does your work relationship affect your family relationship? 
2.6.1 Then, how do you deal with some of the challenges that come with the impact of 
familial relations?  
2.7 How did you hire your domestic worker? 
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3. Labour laws 
 
3.1 Do you know any labour laws concerning domestic workers? 
3.2 Do you adhere to those laws? 
3.3 In hiring your domestic worker, did you give her a contract to sign as evidence of 
being formally employed? 
3.3.1 Is there any specific reason for not signing a contract? 
3.4 What is the current salary that you are paying your domestic worker? 
3.4.1 Do you think this salary is enough for her survival? 
3.4.2 Do you still pay your sister-maid the same salary even when she is on leave? 
3.5 Is your domestic worker registered for UIF? 
3.6 Does your domestic worker get leave or days-off? 
3.7 Who decides on the tasks to be done by the domestic worker on a daily basis?  
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